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INTRODUCTION
Of all the speculative fiction genres, I can think of none more dire, yet at the same time more hopeful, than dystopian. To the uninitiated, this may seem illogical. After all, dystopian states are, by their very definition, deeply entrenched in despair, dysfunction, and desolation. Societies are fractured, governments totalitarian, and environments are badly degraded. Where in such worlds is there room for optimism?
The best dystopian literature succeeds not because it offers stark views of hopelessness, but because it provides us with hints that any one of us can — and do — rise above it. Its heroes are individuals just like you and me, credible folk fighting incredible odds to achieve that one thing we all desire: a better life for ourselves and others. This is what makes dystopian literature so popular— not the darkness it seems to embrace, but the celebration of light that comes from the triumph of human spirit over it. Their heroes become our beacons, and they help guide us from the shadows which shroud our personal day-to-day lives.
This collection includes some of the darkest — and brightest — dystopian fiction being published today. Eleven offerings by twelve authors, some already well-known, others rising in the ranks. But they all share one thing in common: they have extracted from our world the darkest, basest, vilest, and ugliest qualities and then asked their protagonists to overcome it all, despite what may seem insurmountable odds. By doing so, they have shown us the light.
And this gives us reason to hope.



SAND: Part 1 - The Belt of the Buried Gods by Hugh Howey




Foreword
 
Dystopian stories often take place in the future, but they are almost always about the present and the past. I write optimistic dystopian stories. They are dark, sure, but they are meant to reflect how far we've come. We have made enormous progress as a people. But we have so much more work to do. The dystopian stories I value are those with a message of hope. Those with a warning. A call to action. In WOOL, I wrote about a society partly inspired by the totalitarian regime in North Korea. Here, a country is as cut off as a silo and disinformation and cruelty rule the lives of its people. In SAND, I decided to look at a different sort of failed state, one where lawlessness is widespread. There are countries today that are largely ignored, where people suffer, and the rest of the world cannot seem to summon the courage or the backbone to act. It is partly because we have exhausted ourselves and our resources in other areas of the globe. But these people suffer nonetheless.



 
1 • The Valley of Dunes
 
Starlight guided them through the valley of dunes and into the northern wastes. A dozen men walked single file, kers tied around their necks and pulled up over their noses and mouths, leather creaking and scabbards clacking. The route was circuitous, but a direct line meant summiting the crumbling sand and braving the howling winds at their peaks. There was the long way and there was the hard way, and the brigands of the northern wastes rarely chose the hard way.
Palmer kept his thoughts to himself while the others swapped lewd jokes and fictitious tales of several kinds of booty scored. His friend Hap walked farther ahead, trying to ingratiate himself with the older men. It was more than a little unwise to be wandering the wastes with a band of brigands, but Palmer was a sand diver. He lived for that razor-thin line between insanity and good sense. And besides, these braggarts with their beards and foul odors were offering a month’s pay for two days of work. A hike into the wastes and a quick dive were nothing before a pile of coin.
The noisy column of men snaked around a steep dune, out of the lee and into the wind. Palmer adjusted his flapping ker. He tucked the edge of the cloth underneath his goggles to keep it in place. Sand peppered the right side of his face, telling him they were heading north. He could know without glancing up at the stars, know without seeing the high peaks to the west. The winds might abate or swell in fury, but their direction was as steady as the course of the sun. East to west, with the sand that rode along lodging in Palmer’s hair, filling his ears, stacking up in curving patterns of creeping dunes, and burying the world in a thousand meters of hellish grit.
As the piratical laughter from the column died down, Palmer could hear the other voices of the desert chorus. There was the moaning of the winds, and a shushing sound as waves of airborne sand crashed into dunes and raked across men like gritpaper. Sand on sand made a noise like a hissing rattler ready to strike. Even as he thought this, a wrinkle in the dune beside him turned out to be more than a wrinkle. The serpent slithered and disappeared into its hole, as afraid of Palmer as he of it. 
There were more sounds. The clinking of the heavy gear on his back: the dive bottles and dive suit, the visor and fins, his regulator and beacons, all the tools of his trade. There was the call of cayotes singing to the west, their piercing wails uniquely able to travel into the wind to warn neighboring packs to stay away. They were calling out that men were coming, couldn’t you smell them? 
Beyond these myriad voices was the heartbeat of the desert sands, the thrumming that never ceased and could be felt day and night in a man’s bones, day and night from womb to grave. It was the deep rumbles that emanated from No Man’s Land far to the east, that rolling thunder or those rebel bombs or the farting gods—whichever of the many flavors of bullshit one believed.
Palmer homed in on those distant grumbling sounds and thought of his father. His opinion of his dad shifted like the dunes. He sometimes counted him a coward for leaving in the night. He sometimes reckoned him a bold sonofabitch for setting off into No Man’s Land. There was something to be said for anyone who would venture into a place from where no soul had ever returned. Something less polite could be said about an asshole who could walk out on his wife and four kids to do so.
There was a break in the steep dune to the west, an opening in the sand that revealed a wide patch of star-studded sky. Palmer scanned the heavens, eager to dwell on something besides his father. The ridgeline of the impassible Stone Mountains could be seen even in the moon’s absence. Their jagged and daunting edge was marked by a black void where constellations suddenly ended.
Someone grabbed Palmer’s elbow. He turned to find that Hap had fallen back to join him. His friend’s face was underlit by the dive light dangling from his neck, set to dim.
“You aiming for the strong and silent type?” Hap hissed, his voice muffled by ker and wind.
Palmer hitched his heavy dive pack up his shoulders, could feel the sweat trapped between his shirt and the canvas sack. “I’m not aiming for anything,” he said. “Just lost in thought.”
“All right. Well, feel free to cut up with the others, huh? I don’t want them thinking you’re some kinda psycho or nuthin.”
Palmer laughed. He glanced over his shoulder to see how far behind the next guy was and which way the wind was carrying their words. “Really?” he asked. “Because that’d be kinda boss, dontcha think?”
Hap seemed to mull this over. He grunted. Was probably upset he hadn’t come up with it first.
“You’re sure we’re gonna get paid for this dive?” Palmer asked, keeping his voice down. He fought the urge to dig after the sand in his ear, knowing it would just make it worse. “I don’t wanna get stiffed like last time.”
“Fuck no, these guys have a certain code.” Hap slapped him on the back of the neck, sand and sweat mixing to mud. “Relax, Your Highness. We’re gonna get paid. A quick dive, some sand in our lungs, and we’ll be sipping iced drinks at the Honey Hole by Sunday. Hell, I might even get a lap dance from your mom.”
“Fuck off,” Palmer said, knocking his friend’s arm away.
Hap laughed. He slapped Palmer again and slowed his pace to share another joke about Palmer’s mom with the others. Palmer had heard it before. It got less funny and grew more barbs every time. He walked alone in silence, thoughts flitting to his wreck of a family, the sweat on the back of his neck cooling in the breeze as it gathered sand, that iced drink at the Honey Hole not sounding all that bad, to be honest.
 



2 • The Belt of the Gods
 
They arrived at the camp to find a tall fire burning, its beating glow rising over the dunes and guiding the men home in a dance of shadows. There were manly reunions of slapped backs and shoulders held, sand flying off with each violent embrace. The men stroked their long beards and swapped gossip and jokes as though they’d been apart for some time. Packs were dropped to the ground, canteens topped from a barrel. The two young divers were told to wait by the fire as some of the others ambled toward a gathering of tents nestled between steep dunes. 
Palmer was thankful for the chance to sit. He shrugged off his dive pack and arranged it carefully by the fire. Folding his aching legs beneath him, he sat and leaned against the pack and enjoyed the flickering warmth of the burning logs.
Hap settled down by the fire with two of the men he’d been chatting with during the hike. Palmer listened to them argue and laugh while he gazed into the fire, watching the logs burn. He thought of his home in Springston, where it would be a crime to fell a tree and light it on fire, where coals of hardened shit warmed and stunk up homes, where piped gas would burn one day but then silently snuff out a family in their sleep the next. In the wastes, such things didn’t matter. The scattered groves were there to be razed. The occasional animal to be eaten. Bubbling springs lapped up until they were dry.
Palmer wiggled closer to the flames and held out his palms. The sweat from the hike, the breeze, the thoughts of home had turned him cold. He smiled at an eruption of voices that bravely leapt through the tall flames. He laughed when the others laughed. And when his twisting stomach made noises, he lied and said it was because he was hungry. The truth was that he had a very bad feeling about this job.
To start with, he didn’t know any of these men. And his sister had warned him of the savages he did know, much less those strange to him. Hap had vouched for the group, whatever that was worth. Palmer turned and watched his friend share a joke in the firelight, his face an orange glow, his arms a blur of enthusiasm. Best friends since dive school. Palmer figured they would go deeper for each other than anyone else across the sands. That made the vouch count for something.
Beyond Hap, parked between two steep dunes, Palmer saw two sarfers with their sails furled and masts lowered. The wind-powered craft rocked on their sleek runners. They were staked to the sand but seemed eager to race off somewhere, or perhaps Palmer was projecting. He wondered if after this job, maybe these guys would give him and Hap a ride back into town. Anything to avoid the night hikes and the bivouacking in the lee of blistering dunes.
A few of the men who had hiked with them from Springston dropped down and joined the loose circle around the fire. Many of them were old, in their late forties probably, more than twice Palmer’s age and about as long as anyone was meant to last. They had the leather-dark skin of nomads, of desert wanderers, of gypsies. Men who slept beneath the stars and toiled under the sun. Palmer promised himself he would never look like that. He would make his fortune young, stumble on that one cherry find, and he and Hap would move back to town as heroes and live in the shade. A dune of credits would absolve old sins. They would open a dive shop, make a living selling and repairing gear, equipping the unlucky saps who risked their lives beneath the sand. They would see steady coin from the fools chasing piles of it. Chasing piles just as he and Hap were right then.
A bottle was passed around. Palmer raised it to his lips and pretended to drink. He shook his head and wiped his mouth as he leaned to the side to pass the bottle to Hap. Laughter was thrown into the fire, sending sparks up toward the glittering heavens.
“You two.”
A heavy hand landed on Palmer’s shoulder. He turned to see Moguhn, the black brigand who had led their march through the dunes. Moguhn gazed down at him and Hap, his silhouette blotting out the stars.
“Brock will see you now,” he said. The brigand turned and slid into the darkness beyond the fire. 
Hap smiled, took another swig, and passed the bottle to the bearded man at his side. Standing, he smiled at Palmer, an odd smile, cheeks full, then turned and spat into the flames, sending the fire and laughter higher. He slapped Palmer on the shoulder and hurried after Moguhn.
Palmer grabbed his gear before following along, not trusting anyone to watch after it. When he caught up, Hap grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him aside. Together, they followed Moguhn down the packed sand path between the firepit and the cluster of tents. 
“Play it cool,” Hap hissed. “This is our ticket to the big time.”
Palmer didn’t say anything. All he wanted was a score that could retire him, not to prove himself to this band and join them. He licked his lips, which still burned from the alcohol, and cursed himself for not drinking more when he was younger. He had a lot of catching up to do. He thought of his little brothers and how he’d tell them, when he saw them again, not to make the same mistakes he had. Learn to dive. Learn to drink. Don’t burn time learning wasteful stuff. Be more like their sister and less like him. That’s what he would say.
Moguhn was nearly invisible in the starlight, but came into relief against tents that glowed from the throb of flickering lamps. Someone threw a flap open, which let out the light like an explosion of insects. The thousands of stars overhead dimmed, leaving the warrior god alone to shine bright. It was Colorado, the great sword-wielding constellation of summer, his belt a perfect line of three stars aimed down the path as if to guide their way. 
Palmer looked from that swath of jewels to the dense band of frost fire that bloomed back into existence as the tent was closed. This band of countless stars stretched from one dune straight over the sky to the far horizon. It was impossible to see the frost fire in town, not with all the gas fires burning at night. But here was the mark of the wastes, the stamp overhead that told a boy he was very far from home, that let him know he was in the middle of the wastes and the wilds. And not just the wilds of sand and dune but the wilds of life, those years in a man’s twenties when he shrugs off the shelter of youth and before he has bothered to erect his own. The tent-less years. The bright and blinding years in which men wander as the planets do.
A bright gash of light flicked across those fixed beacons, a shooting star, and Palmer wondered if maybe he was more akin to this. Perhaps he and Hap both. They were going places, and in a hurry. Flash and then gone, off to somewhere new. 
Stumbling a little, he nearly tripped over his own boots from looking up like that. Ahead of him, Hap ducked into the largest of the tents. The canvas rustled like the sound of boots in coarse sand; the wind yelped as it leapt from one dune to the next; and the stars overhead were swallowed by the light.
 



3 • The Map
 
The men inside the tent turned their heads as Hap and Palmer slipped inside the flap. The wind scratched the walls like playful fingernails, the breeze asking to be let in. It was warm from the bodies and smelled like a bar after a work shift: sweat and rough brew and clothes worn for months.
A dune of a man waved the two boys over. Palmer figured him for Brock, the leader of this band who now claimed the northern wastes, an imposing man who had appeared seemingly out of nowhere as most brigand leaders do. Building bombs one year, serving someone else, until a string of deaths promotes a man to the top.
Palmer’s sister had warned him to steer clear of men like this. Instead of obeying her, he now steered toward the man. Palmer set his gear down near a stack of crates and a barrel of water or grog. There were eight or nine men standing around a flimsy table set in the middle of the tent. A lamp had been hung from the center support; it swayed with the push and pull of the wind on the tent frame. Thick arms plastered with tattoos were planted around the table like the trunks of small trees. The tattoos were decorated with raised scars made by rubbing grit into open wounds.
“Make room,” Brock said, his accent thick and difficult to place, perhaps a lilt of the gypsies south of Low-Pub or the old gardeners from the oasis to the west. He waved his hand between two of the men as though shooing flies from a plate of food, and with minimal grumbling, the two bearded men pressed to the side. Hap took a place at the waist-high table, and Palmer joined him.
“You’ve heard of Danvar,” Brock said, forgoing introductions and formalities. It seemed like a question, but it was not spoken like one. It was an assumption, a declaration. Palmer glanced around the table to see quite a few men watching him, some rubbing their long and knotted beards. Here, the mention of legends did not elicit an eruption of laughter. Here, grown men looked at hairless youth as if sizing them up for dinner. But none of these men had the face-tats of the cannibals to the far north, so Palmer assumed he and Hap were being sized up for this job, being measured for their worthiness and not for some stew.
“Everyone’s heard of Danvar,” Hap whispered, and Palmer noted the awe in his friend’s voice. “Will this lead us there?”
Palmer turned and surveyed his friend, then followed Hap’s gaze down to the table. The four corners of a large piece of parchment were pinned down by meaty fists, sweating mugs, and a smoking ashtray. Palmer touched the edge of the parchment closest to him and saw that the mottled brown material was thicker than normal parchment. It looked like the stretched and tanned hide of a cayote, and felt brittle as though it were very old.
One of the men laughed at Hap’s question. “You already are here,” he roared.
An exhalation of smoke drifted across the old drawing like a sandstorm seen from up high. One of Brock’s sausage fingers traced the very constellation Palmer had been staring at dizzily just moments before.
“The belt of the great warrior, Colorado.” The men around the table stopped their chattering and drinking. Their boss was speaking. His finger found a star every boy knew. “Low-Pub,” he said, his voice as rough as the sand-studded wind. But that wasn’t the name of the star, as Palmer could tell him. Low-Pub was a lawless town to the south of Springston, an upstart town recently in conflict with its neighbor, as the two wrestled over wells of water and oil. Palmer watched as Brock traced a line up the belt, his fingertip like a sarfer sailing the winds between the two towns and across all that contested land. It was a drawn-out gesture, as though he were trying to show them some hidden meaning.
“Springston,” he announced, pausing at the middle star. Palmer’s thought was Home. His gaze drifted over the rest of the map, this maze of lines and familiar clusters of stars, of arrows and hatch marks, of meticulous writing built up over the years in various fades of ink, countless voices marked down, arguing in the margins.
The fat finger resumed its passage due north—if those stars really might be taken to represent Low-Pub and Springston.
“Danvar,” Brock announced, thumping the table with his finger. He indicated the third star in the belt of great Colorado. The map seemed to suggest that that the buried world of the gods was laid out in accordance with their heavenly stars. As if man were trapped between mirrored worlds above and below. The tent swayed as Palmer considered this.
“You’ve found it?” Hap asked.
“Aye,” someone said, and the drinking and smoking resumed. The curled hide of a map threatened to roll shut with the rise of a mug.
“We have a good guess,” Brock said in that strange accent of his. “You boys will tell us for sure.”
“Danvar is said to be a mile down,” Palmer muttered. When the table fell silent, he glanced up. “Nobody’s ever dove half of that.”
“Nobody?” someone asked. “Not even your sister?”
Laughter tumbled out of beards. Palmer had been waiting for her to come up.
“It’s no mile down,” Brock told them, waving his thick hand. “Forget the legends. Danvar is here. More plunder than in all of Springston. Here lies the ancient metropolis. The three buried towns of this land are laid out according to the stars of Colorado’s belt.” He narrowed his eyes at Hap and then Palmer. “We just need you boys to confirm it. We need a real map, not this skin.”
“How deep are we talking?” Hap asked.
Palmer turned to his friend. He had assumed this had already been discussed. He wondered if the wage he’d been promised had been arrived at, or if his friend had just been blowing smoke. They weren’t here for a big scavenge; they were here to dive for ghosts, to dig for legends.
“Eight hundred meters.”
The answer quieted all but the moaning wind.
Palmer shook his head. “I think you vastly overestimate what a diver can—”
“We dug the first two hundred meters,” Brock said. He tapped the map again. “And it says here on this map that the tallest structures rise up another two hundred fifty.”
“That leaves . . .” Hap hesitated, waiting no doubt for someone else to do the math. 
The swinging lamp seemed to dim, and the edges of the map went out of focus as Palmer arrived at the answer. “Three hundred fifty meters,” he said, feeling dizzy. He’d been down to two fifty a few times on twin bottles. He knew people who’d gone down to three. His sister, a few others, could do four—some claimed five. Palmer hadn’t been warned they were diving so deep, nor that they were helping more gold-diggers waste their time looking for Danvar. He had feared for a moment there that they were working for rebels, but this was worse. This was a delusion of wealth rather than power.
“Three fifty is no problem,” Hap said. He spread his hands out on the map and leaned over the table, making like he was studying the notes. Palmer reckoned his friend was feeling dizzy as well. It would be a record for them both.
“I just wanna know it’s here,” Brock said, thumping the map. “We need exact coordinates before we dig any more. The damn hole we have here is a bitch to maintain.”
There were grumbles of agreement from the men that Palmer figured were doing the actual digging. One of them smiled at Palmer. “Your mum would know something about maintaining holes,” he said, and the grumbles turned into laughter.
Palmer felt his face burn. “When do we go?” he shouted over this sudden eruption.
And the laughter died down. His friend Hap turned from the dizzying map, his eyes wide and full of fear, Palmer saw. Full of fear and with a hint of an apology for bringing them this far north for such madness, a glimmer in those eyes of all the bad that was soon to come.



4 • The Dig
 
Palmer lay awake in a crowded tent that night and listened to the snores and coughs of strangers. The wind howled late and brought in the whisper of sand, then abated. The gradual glow of morning was welcome, the tent moving from dark to gray to cream, and when he could no longer lie still and hold his bladder, Palmer squeezed out from between Hap and the canvas wall, collected his bag and boots, and slipped outside.
The air was still crisp from a cloudless night, the sand having shucked off the heat soaked up the day before. Only a few stars clung to the darkness in the west. Venus stood alone above the opposite dunes. The sun was up somewhere, but it wouldn’t show itself above the local dunes for another hour.
Before it could beat down between the high sands, Palmer hoped to be diving. He relished the coolness of the deep earth, even the pockets of moist sand that made for difficult flow. Sitting down, he upturned his boots and clopped the heels together, little pyramids of scoop[1] spilling out. Slapping the bottoms of his socks, he pulled the boots back on and laced them up securely, doubling the knot. He was eager to attach his fins and get going.
He checked his dive pack and went over his gear. One of the prospectors emerged from the tent, cleared his throat, then spat in the sand near enough to Palmer for it to register but far enough away that he couldn’t be certain if it was directed at him. After some consideration, and while the man urinated on the wall of a dune, Palmer decided this ephemeral range of questionable intent was between four and five feet. It felt scientific.
A wiry man with charcoal skin emerged from Brock’s tent: Moguhn, who looked less fearsome in the wan daylight. He had to be Brock’s second-in-command, judging by the way the two men conferred the night before. Moguhn lifted his eyebrows at Palmer as if to ask whether the young man was up to the day’s challenge. Palmer dipped his chin in both greeting and reply. He felt great. He was ready for a deep dive. He checked the two large air bottles strapped to the back of his dive pack and took a series of deep and rapid breaths, prepping his lungs. There was no pressure to get all the way down to the depths Brock was asking. His dive visor could see through a couple hundred meters of sand. All he had to do was go as deep as he could, maybe clip three hundred for the first time, record whatever they could see, and then come back up. They couldn’t ask more of him than that.
Hap emerged from the tent next and shielded his eyes against the coming dawn. He looked less prepared for a deep dive, and Palmer thought of the people he’d known who had gone down into the sand, never to be seen again. Could they feel it in the morning when they woke up? Did their bones know that someone would die that day? Did they ignore that feeling and go anyway? He thought of Roman, who had gone down to look for water outside of Springston, never to be found and never to return. Maybe Roman knew that he shouldn’t go, had felt it right at the last moment, but had felt committed, had shaken off the nag tugging at his soul. Palmer thought maybe that’s what he and Hap were doing at that very moment. Moving forward, despite their doubts and trepidations. 
Neither of them spoke as they checked their gear. Palmer produced a few strips of snake jerky from his pack, and Hap accepted one. They chewed on the spicy meat and took rationed sips from their canteens. When Moguhn said it was time to go, they repacked their dive bags and shrugged on the heavy packs. 
These men claimed to have dug down two hundred meters to give them a much-needed boost. Palmer had seen efforts such as these, and every diver knew to choose a site as deep as possible between slow marching dunes—but two hundred meters? That was deeper than the well in Springston his baby brother hauled buckets out of every day. It was hard to move that much sand and not have it blow back in. Sand flowed too much for digging holes. The wind had many more hands than those who pawed at the earth. The desert buried even those things built atop the sand, much less those made below. And here he and Hap were banking on pirates to keep the roof clear for them. 
If his sister were there, she would slap him silly and haul him over hot dunes by his ankles for getting into this mess. She would kill him for getting involved with brigands at all. That, coming from someone who dated their kind. But then, his sister was full of hypocrisy. Always telling him to question authority, as long as it wasn’t hers.
“That all your stuff?” Moguhn asked, watching them. He kept his black hands tucked into the sleeves of his white garb, which he wore loose like a woman’s dress. Stark and brilliantly bright, it flowed around his ankles and danced like the heat. Palmer thought he looked like the night shrouded in day.
“This is it,” Hap said, smiling. “Never seen a sand diver before?”
“I’ve seen plenty,” Moguhn said. He turned to go and waved for the boys to follow. “The last two who tried this had three bottles apiece. That’s all.”
Palmer wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “The last two who tried this?” he asked. But Moguhn was sliding past the tents and between the dunes, and he and Hap with their heavy packs had to work to catch up. 
“What did he say?” Palmer asked Hap.
“Focus on the dive,” Hap said grimly. 
The day was young and the desert air still cool, but the back of his friend’s neck shone with perspiration. Palmer shrugged his pack higher and marched through the soft sand, watching it stir into a low cloud as the first morning breeze whispered through the dunes.
Once they were past the gathering of tents, Palmer thought he heard the throaty rattle of a motor in the distance. It sounded like a generator. The dunes opened up and the ground began to slope down, the piles of sand giving way to a wide vista of open sky. Before them loomed a pit greater than the waterwell back in Shantytown. It was a mountain in reverse, a great upside-down pyramid of missing earth, and in the distance, a plume of sand jetted out from a pipe and billowed westward with the prevailing winds.
There were men down the slope, already working. Had to be a hundred meters down to the bottom. It was only half of what they’d been promised, but the scale of the job out here in the middle of the wastes was a sight to behold. Here were pirates with ambition, who could organize themselves for longer than a week at a time. The great bulk of the man responsible, Brock, was visible down at the bottom of the pit. Palmer followed Moguhn and Hap down the sand-slope, plumes of avalanche rushing before them, which the men at the bottom looked at with worry as it tumbled their way.
As Palmer reached the bottom, the sound of the blatting generator faded. He pulled his boots out of the loose and shifting sand, had to do so over and over, and saw that the others were standing on a sheet of metal. The platform was difficult to see, as it was dusted from the sand kicked loose by the traffic. Palmer didn’t understand how the pit existed at all, what was causing the plume he had seen, how this was being maintained. Hap must’ve been similarly confused, for he asked Brock how this was possible.
“This ain’t the half of it,” Brock said. He motioned to two of his men, who bent and swept sand from around their feet. Palmer was told to step back as someone lifted a handle. There was a squeal from rusted and sand-soaked hinges as a hatch was lifted. Someone aimed a light down the hatch, and Palmer saw where the other hundred meters lay.
A cylindrical shaft bored straight down through the packed earth. One of the men uncoiled a pair ropes and began flaking them onto the sand. Palmer peered into the fathomless black hole beneath them, that great and shadowy depth, and felt his knees grow weak.
“We ain’t got all day,” Brock said, waving his hand. 
One of his men came forward and pulled the ker down from his mouth. He helped Hap out of his backpack and started to assist with his gear, but Hap waved the old man off. Palmer shrugged his own pack off but kept an eye on the man. His beard had grown long, wispy, and gray, but Palmer thought he recognized him to be Yegery, an old tinkerer his sister knew.
“You used to have that dive shop in Low-Pub,” Palmer said. “My sister took me there once. Yegery, right?”
The man studied him for a moment before nodding. When he moved to help Palmer unpack his gear, Palmer didn’t stop him. He couldn’t believe Yegery was this far north, way out in the wastes. He forgot the dive for a moment and watched old and expert hands handle his dive rig, checking wires and valves, inspecting air bottles that Palmer had roughened with sandpaper to add the appearance of more dives to his credit. 
He and Hap stripped down to their unders and worked their way into their dive suits, keeping the wires that ran the length of the arms and legs from tangling. Palmer’s sister had told him once that Yegery knew more about diving than any ten men put together. And here he was, licking his old fingers and pinching the battery terminals on Palmer’s visor before switching the headset on and off again. Palmer glanced up at Brock and marveled at what these brigands had brought together. He had underestimated them, thought them to be disorganized and wishful treasure-seekers. He hoped they weren’t the only ones that day who might more than live up to expectations.
“The hatch keeps the sand out of the hole,” Yegery said, “so we’ll have to close it behind you.” He looked from Hap to Palmer, made sure both of them were listening. “Watch your air. We had a ping from something hard about three hundred or so down, small but steady.”
“You can probe that deep?” Hap asked. He and Palmer were nearly suited up.
Yegery nodded. “I’ve got two hundred of my dive suits wired up here. That’s what’s holding the shaft wall together and softening the sand outside it so we can pump it out. We’ve got a few more days of fuel left in the genny, but you’ll be dead or back by then.”
The old tinkerer didn’t smile, and Palmer realized it wasn’t a joke. He pulled his visor on but kept the curved screen high up on his forehead so he could see. He hung his dive light around his neck before attaching his fins to his boots. He would leave the gear bag and his clothes behind, but he strapped his canteen tight to his body so it wouldn’t drag—he didn’t trust these men not to piss in it while he was gone. 
“The other two divers,” he asked Yegery. “What happened to them?”
The old dive master chewed on the grit in his mouth, the grit that was in all of their mouths, that was forever in everyone’s mouths. “Worry on your own dive,” he advised the two boys.
 



5 • The Dive
 
The ropes pinched Palmer’s armpits as he was lowered down the shaft. He descended in jerks and stops, could feel the work of the men above handling the rope with their gloved hands. The dive light illuminated the smooth walls of the shaft as he spun lazily this way and that. Hap drifted a few meters below him on his own line.
“It’s fucking quiet,” Hap said.
Palmer added to that quietude. He reached out and touched the wall of this unnatural shaft and felt with his fingers the unmistakable packed grit of stonesand[2]. This shaft had been made. A chill spread across his flesh. He remembered Yegery saying something about two hundred suits. “They created this,” he whispered.
He and Hap inched downward, spinning as they went.
“They’re using vibes to hold this together. And to loosen the sand before they pump it.” Palmer remembered the soft and slushy feel of the sand as they had worked their way down the crater.
“The bottom’s coming up,” Hap announced. “I can see the sand down there.”
Palmer imagined the generator shutting off, or someone killing the power that held back this wall of sand, and all of it collapsing inward in an instant. It became difficult to breathe, thinking about the press of earth. He nearly turned his dive suit on, just in case.
“I’m down,” Hap said. “Watch your fins.”
Palmer felt Hap’s hand on his ankle, steering him so he wouldn’t land on top of his partner’s head. The shaft was tight with the two of them on the ground. They worked the knots around their chests loose and tugged twice on the ropes like Brock had said. “I’ll take lead,” Hap offered. He pulled his regulator from his chest, checked the line, then reached over his shoulder to spin the air valve. He made sure it was locked before biting down on his regulator.
Palmer was busy doing the same. He placed his regulator between his teeth and nodded. Somehow, an odd calmness overcame him as he pulled that first deep breath from his bottle. Soon, he would be beneath the sand, the only place he had ever felt at peace, and all of this craziness around him would be forgotten. It would be just him and the depths, the calm cool sand, and the chance, however crazy, of discovering Danvar deep beneath their fins.
Hap powered on his suit by slapping the large button on his chest. Standing this close, Palmer could feel the vibrations in the air. They both set their homing beacons on the sand and turned them on. Palmer reached to his own chest and turned on his suit, then folded the leather flap over the switch so the journey through the sand couldn’t accidentally shut it off and trap him. 
Hap pulled his visor down over his eyes, smiled, and waved one last time. And then the sand loosened around his feet and seemed to suck him downward—and Hap disappeared.
Palmer turned off his dive light to save the juice. He pulled his visor down and switched the unit on. The world went black, then gelled into a purplish blotch of shifting shapes. The air screwed with the sandsight, making it impossible to see. With the visor’s headband pressed to his temples, Palmer thought about what he wanted the sand to do, and it obeyed. The suit around him vibrated outward, sending subsonic waves trembling through molecules and atoms, and sand began to move. It began to act like water. It flowed around him, and down Palmer went.
Once the sand enveloped him, Palmer felt the exhilaration a dune-hawk must feel in flight, a sense of weightlessness and liberation, the power to glide any direction he liked. He directed his thoughts like his sister had taught him so many years ago, loosening sand below and pressing with a hardening of sand from above, keeping a pocket loose around his chest so he could breathe, diverting the weight of the earth around him to hold back the pressure, and taking calm sips from his regulator to conserve his air.
The wavering purple splotches were replaced with a rainbow of colors, the cool purples and blues of anything far away, bright orange and red for anything hard or close by. Glancing up, the shaft above him glowed bright yellow. It glowed like only the sand hardened by a suit could glow. It was so bright that the white pulsing of the transponders was difficult to spot, but one beacon was as good as any other. He looked down and found Hap, a spot of orange with green edges. His new visor worked great, had a much better seal to keep the sand out and far better fidelity than his last pair. He could clearly make out Hap’s arms and legs where once he would’ve seen a single blotch. Diving down after his friend, he spoke in his throat to let Hap know he had a visual on him.
I hear you, Hap responded. The sound came from behind and below Palmer’s ears, vibrating in his jawbone. The two of them went straight down, letting the sand flow around them. The pushback on the suits grew, making the flow more strenuous the deeper they went, making it more difficult to breathe. Palmer calmed himself by thinking of this as a quick down-and-up. No need to scavenge. Just one of those braggart dives where you go hard and fast as deep as you can, take a glance, come back up. A dive like his sister warned him about. But this wasn’t for ego; this was for coin. This was a job, not him proving something.
You picking anything up? Hap asked.
Not yet. Palmer watched the depth gauge in his visor. The distance was fed from the transponder left behind. Fifty meters. A hundred meters. It grew more and more difficult to breathe, and it required more concentration to move the sand. The farther down they went, the more packed and heavy the column of sand above them. This was where many divers panicked and “coffined,” or let the sand freeze stiff. His sister had pulled him out of a coffin twice while training him on some of her old gear. When the desert wraps its great arms around your chest and decides you won’t breathe anymore, that’s when you feel how small you are, just a grain of sand crushed amid infinite grains of sand.
Palmer kept his mind clear as they drifted through one fifty. He hit two hundred meters. This was about as deep as he liked to go. He calmed his mind, ignored the bit of sand getting past his visor and into his ears, the sand at the corner of his mouth as it filled that gap between lips and regulator, the sand crunching between his teeth, and just concentrated on the flow. The batteries on his suit were strong; he’d doubled them up a few dives ago. His gear and mind were good. He felt that serenity that hits him when he’s able to hold his breath for minutes at a time, that complete feeling of peace, the sand cool on his scalp and neck, the world drifting further and farther away.
Two hundred and fifty meters. Palmer felt a surge of pride. He couldn’t wait to tell Vic—
Shit. Shit. Shit.
The words rattled through his teeth—Hap must be shouting in his throat. Palmer looked down at his friend, and then he saw it too. A bright patch. Something hard. Something huge.
Where’s the ground? Palmer asked.
No fucking clue. What is that?
Looks like a cube. Maybe a house? Quicksand got it?
Quick don’t go this deep. Fuck, it goes down and down.
Palmer could see that now. The square of bright red glowed into orange as they got closer, and he could see how the hard edges of the structure faded through to greens and blues as it went down. It was a square shaft of some sort, buried beneath the sand, sitting vertical and massive and deep.
Getting hard to breathe, Hap said.
Palmer felt it as well. He thought it was this strange object in his sandsight making it difficult to breathe, but he could feel how much more packed the sand was, how much harder to make it flow. He could still sink, but rising up would be a test. The weight of all that sand above him could be keenly felt.
We turn back? Palmer asked. His goggles said two fifty. It was another fifty or so down to the structure. With the two hundred meters they’d cheated from the dig, they were technically at four fifty right then. Damn. He had never dreamed of diving so deep. Only two fifty of it was him, he reminded himself. But still, his sister had told him he wasn’t ready to go even that far. He had argued with her, but now he believed. Goddamn, was she ever wrong about anything?
Gotta see what it is, Hap said. Then we go back.
The ground must be a mile deep. Don’t see an end.
I see something. More of these.
Palmer wished he had Hap’s visor. His own was digging into his face, pushing on his forehead and cheekbones like it might smash right through his skull. He worked his jaw to lessen the pain, strained downward, and then he saw something too. Bright blues down there, more square shafts, and another to the side a little deeper, just a purple outline. And was that the ground down there? Maybe another three hundred meters down?
I’m getting a sample, Hap said. His words came in loud. The sand was dense, the visor bands transmitting the words from throat to jawbone louder than usual. Palmer remembered Vic telling him about this. He tried to remember what else he’d heard about the deep sand. He was sucking so hard to get a breath now that it felt like his tank was empty, but the gauge was still in the green. It was just the tightness around his chest, which was growing unbearable. It felt like a rib might snap. He’d seen divers taped up before. Seen them come up with blood trailing from their noses and ears. He concentrated. Told the sand to flow. He followed Hap, when his every impulse was to get out of there, to turn and find his beacon, to push the sand up as hard and as fast as he could, pile of coin be damned.
Hap reached the structure. The walls appeared perfectly smooth. A building. Palmer could see it now—an impossibly tall building with small details on the roof, some so hard and bright that they must be solid metal. A fortune in metal. Machines and gizmos. Something that looked like ducting, like the building used to breathe. This was not built by man, not by any man Palmer knew. This was Danvar of legends. Danvar of old. The mile-deep city, found by a bunch of smelly pirates, Palmer thought. And discovered by him. 
 



6 • Danvar
 
Hap reached the building before Palmer. It was a sandscraper that put all the sandscrapers of Springston to shame, could swallow all of them at once the way a snake could eat a fistful of worms. The top was studded with goodies, bright blooming flashes of metal untouched by scavengers: threads of pipe and wire and who knew what else. Palmer could feel his skin crawl, even with the sand pressing him so tight.
I’m taking a sample, Hap said. 
Normally they would grab something loose from the ground, an artifact or scrap of metal, and rise up with it. Palmer pushed deeper and watched Hap scan the vast landscape of the building’s roof. The adrenaline and the sight of such riches made it a little easier to move the sand—the sudden rush of willpower and desire helped—but breathing had become an effort. 
Nothing loose, Hap complained, exploring the roof. The top of the building had to be as large as four blocks of Springston.
I’ll break something free, Palmer said. He was now as low as Hap. Lower. His competitive spirit had driven him down past the edge of the building, dipping well past three hundred meters. The concept of breaking a personal record was lost in the rush of such a discovery. Such a monumental discovery. He worried no one would believe them, but of course their goggles would record everything. They would store the entire dive, would map the shapes beneath them, those great pillars reaching up like the fingers of a deity long buried. 
And now the palm of this great god, the ground between the scrapers, was dimly visible. It was studded with bright metal boulders that Palmer recognized as cars, all preserved in great shape, judging by the signal bounce. But it was hard to read the colors this deep. He was in unfamiliar territory. As if to highlight this, the air indicator in his visor went from green to yellow. One of his tanks had gone dry, a dull click as a valve switched over. Not a problem. They weren’t going any deeper. This was halfway. And he would use less air going up. Fuck, they were going to get out of here. They were going to do this. Just needed to look for something to break loose, a souvenir.
He probed for any sand that might be inside the building, sand he could grab and flow toward himself in order to breach the scraper and grab some small artifact. The flat wall before him had the signal bounce and the wavering shimmer of colors that screamed glass. Hollow, he told Hap. I’m ramming it.
Palmer formed a sandram with his mind, pictured a hardening of the sand in front of him and a loosening of the sand around that. His left hand twisted and turned inward the way it did when he concentrated, and he could feel himself sweating inside his suit despite the coolness of the deep sand. The ram was there. He made himself know the ram was there. And then he threw it forward, flowing the sand around it, losing control of the sand around his body for a moment, feeling it tighten everywhere at once like a coffin, his throat held fast by two great palms on his neck, chest wrapped with a wet and shrinking blanket, arms and legs tingling as the blood was cut off, and then the ram hit the building and dissipated, and Palmer had the sand flowing around him once again.
He took a deep breath. Another. It felt like pulling air through a narrow straw. But the flashes of light in his vision stopped their blinking. Palmer sank a little, but finally he righted himself. The view before him had changed. There was sand inside the building now. He had shattered the glass. A wavering patch of purple told him that there was air in there. A hollow. Artifacts.
I’m going in, he told Hap.
I’m going in, he told himself.
And then the sandscraper swallowed him.
 



7 • A Burial
 
For as long Palmer could remember, he’d dreamed of being a diver, dreamed of entering the sand—but he had since learned that it was the exiting that took practice. A diver quickly learns a dozen flashy ways to get into a dune, each more spectacular than the last, from falling face first into the sand and having it softly claim him, to jumping backward with his arms over his head and disappearing with the slightest of splashes, to having the sand grab his boots and spin him wildly on the way down. Gravity and the welcoming embrace of flowing sand made many a glorious entry possible.
Exiting required finesse. Palmer had seen many a diver come sputtering out of a dune, sand in their mouth and gasping for air, clamoring with their arms as they lost concentration and got stuck up to their hips. He had seen many more come flying out with such velocity that they broke an arm or smashed a nose as they came spinning back to earth. Boys at school tried flipping out of dunes to disastrous and often hilarious results. Palmer, on the other hand, tried always to aim for a calm and unspectacular arrival, just like his sister. She told him the calm looked braver than the boast. Look like a pro. Pretend that one of those ruined sandscraper lifts still worked and was depositing him on the topmost floor. That’s what he aimed for. But that was not how he arrived just now.
This exit was more like being belched out from the sand’s unhappy maw. He was spat sideways through the small avalanche that had slid inside the building and was ejected into the open air. 
Palmer landed with a thud and a crunch, first on his shoulder, then sprawling painfully to his back, his tanks jolting his spine. The swimming purples vanished as his visor was knocked from his eyes. There was sand in his mouth, his regulator half-out, his lungs emptied by the impact. 
Palmer removed the mouthpiece and coughed and spat until he could breathe again.
Breathe again.
The air was foul and musty. It smelled like dirty laundry and rotting wood. But Palmer sat in the utter and complete dark of eyelids squeezed tight on moonless nights, and he took another cautious sip. There’s air in here, he told Hap, speaking with throat whispers, but of course his friend couldn’t hear him. His visor band had been knocked askew, and anyway he was no longer buried in sand, had no way of projecting his voice. 
Shouting wouldn’t do, either. Palmer fumbled for his dive light and flicked it on. A world of the gods unfolded dimly before him. He turned away from the avalanche of sand, which seemed to writhe and creep ever inward as the deep dunes snuck inside to seek solace from their own crushing weight.
The objects in the room were recognizable. Artifacts just like those found beneath Springston and Low-Pub. Chairs, dozens of them, all identical. A table larger than any he had ever seen, big as an apartment. Palmer tugged off his fins and set them aside. He lowered his air tanks to the floor and killed the valve, made sure he saved his oxygen. Powering down his suit and visor, he relished the chance to gather himself, to give his diaphragm a rest from the struggle of breathing against the press of sand, a chance for his ribs to feel whole again. 
On a side table, his expert salvaging eyes spotted a brewing machine. The pipes were rusted and the rubber appeared brittle, but it would fetch fifty coin at market. Double that, if his brother Rob could get it working first. The brewer was still plugged into the wall as if someone expected to use it still. The fit and finish of everything in the room felt eerily advanced and ancient at the same time. It was a feeling Palmer got from all the relics and spoils of a dive, but here the feeling overwhelmed, here it hit him on an inconceivable scale—
There was a crash and the hiss of advancing sand behind him. Palmer startled, expecting the drift to crush the rest of the weakened glass and consume him with his visor up on his head and his suit powered down. Instead, there was a thump and a grunt as Hap tumbled into the room.
“Fuck—” Hap groaned, and Palmer hurried to help him up. Sand slid around their feet as it found its equilibrium. It was wet and packed enough that it wasn’t free to flow inside and fill the room. Not immediately, anyway. Palmer had swum through enough smaller buildings in shallower sand and had seen what sand would do if given the time.
“There’s air,” Palmer told Hap. “A bit foul. You can take your visor off.”
Hap stumbled around in his fins a moment as he regained his balance. He was breathing heavily. Wheezing and gasping. Palmer gave him a chance to catch his breath.
Once he got his goggles off, Hap blinked and scanned the room. He rubbed the sand out of the corners of his eyes. His gaze seemed to flit across all the coin stacked here and there in the shapes of ancient things. And then he found his friend’s face, and the two of them beamed at one another.
“Danvar,” Hap said, wheezing. “Can you fucking believe it?”
“Did you see the other buildings?” Palmer asked. He was out of breath as well. “And I spotted the ground another three hundred meters or so further down.”
Hap nodded. “I saw. I couldn’t have gone another meter, though. Fuck, that was tight.” He held his goggles to his face for a moment, checking his readouts most likely, and frowned. Hap shrugged his tanks off.
“Don’t forget to kill your valve,” Palmer said.
“Right.” Hap reached to spin the knob. There was sand stuck to his face and neck where he’d been sweating. Palmer watched his friend shake a veritable dune out of his hair. “What now?” he asked. “Do we poke around? You got dibs on the brewer?”
“Yeah, I already spotted the brewer. I say we check a few doors, catch our breath, and then get the fuck out of here. If we stay longer than two bottles should last, our friends up top might think we only made it as far as the last assholes, and then they’ll close that tunnel on our asses. I don’t think I have enough air to get all the way back to the surface without that shaft.”
“Yeah . . .” Hap appeared distracted. He popped off his fins, shook the scoop out of them, and dragged his gear away from the drift invading through the busted window. “Good move popping through the glass like that,” he said. “I just saw you disappear, but I couldn’t see inside.”
“Thanks. And this is good, catching our breath. It would’ve been tight getting back up. We can get our strength.”
“Amen. Hey, did you happen to spot the other divers on the way down?”
Palmer shook his head. “No, did you?”
“Naw. I was hoping they’d stand out.”
Palmer agreed. There was almost nothing more valuable to salvage than another diver. It wasn’t just their gear—which could run a pretty coin—it was getting cut in on any bounties they had or wills they’d left. Every diver was afraid to some degree of being buried without a tombstone, and so the bone-bounties, as they were called, made every diver a comrade of the dead.
“Let’s try those doors,” Hap said, pointing at the double set at the far end of the room. 
Palmer agreed. He got there first and ran his hands across the smooth wood. “Fuck me, I’d love to get these out of here.”
“You get those out of here and you could fuck someone prettier than me.”
Palmer laughed. He gripped the handle, and the metal knob turned, but the door was stuck. The two of them tugged, grunting. Hap braced his foot on the other door, and when it finally gave way, the both of them went tumbling back into the table and chairs.
Hap laughed, catching his breath. The door creaked on its hinges. And there was some other sound, a popping like a dripping faucet, like a great beam settling under some weight. Palmer watched the ceiling closely. It sounded like the scraper was adjusting itself, like its belly was grumbling around these new morsels in its gut.
“We shouldn’t stay long,” Palmer said.
Hap studied him a long while. Palmer could sense that his friend was just as afraid as he was. “We won’t,” he agreed. “Why don’t you go first. I’ll save my dive light in case yours burns out.”
Palmer nodded. Sound thinking. He stepped through the door and into the hallway. Across from him, there was a glass partition with another door set in it, a spider web of cracks decorating the glass, the effect of the building settling or being crushed by the sand. There appeared to be a lift lobby on the other side of the partition. Palmer had been in a few lifts in smaller buildings, found them a good way to get up and down if a building was full of sand. The hallway he stood in extended off in both directions, was studded with doors. To his right, there was a high desk like some kind of reception area, but everything was so damn nice. He coughed into his fist. Hopefully the air here wasn’t—
Behind him, the door slammed. Palmer whirled in panic, thinking the drift must’ve flowed into the room and pinned the door shut, burying their gear. But he was alone in the hallway. Hap was gone.
Palmer tried the door. The handle turned, but the door wouldn’t push open. He could hear the rattle on the other side as something was pressed against the door.
“Hap? What the fuck?”
“I’m sorry, Palmer. I’ll come back for you.”
Palmer slapped the door. “Stop fucking around, man.”
“I’ll come back. I’m sorry, man.”
Palmer realized he was serious. Lowering his shoulder, he slammed against the door, could feel it budge a little. Hap must’ve shoved a chair under the knob. “Open the goddamn door,” he yelled.
“Listen,” Hap said. His voice was distant. He was across the room. “I burned my air getting down here. One of us needs to go up and tell the others what we found. I’ll get more bottles and come back, I swear. But it’s gotta be me.”
“I’ll go!” Palmer shouted. “That’s my air, man. I can make it back up!”
“I’ll be back,” Hap called out. Palmer could hear a faint hiss as valves were opened and a regulator was tested. His valves. His regulator.
“You motherfucker!” Palmer shouted. He tried the adjacent door, but it wouldn’t budge. He went back to ramming himself against the first door. He jerked the handle toward him as tight as he could, then threw his shoulder into the wood, thought he felt the chair budge a little. Again and again. The door opened a crack. And then a gap. Enough to get his arm through. He reached inside and felt the rim of the chair, held it while he pulled the door shut tight against his arm, and the chair popped off the knob and went tumbling. Palmer shoved his way inside, banging his elbows on the two doors, swimming between those priceless walls of wood, tripping over the upturned chair, to see Hap still on the floor, tugging on a flipper.
Hap scrambled to his feet as Palmer raced around the table and past the long row of chairs. His friend lowered his visor down over his wide eyes, had a grimace of determination on his face as he staggered toward the slope of sand, running awkwardly in his fins, one of them flapping with its buckles loose.
Palmer ran and dove after Hap, who jumped headfirst into the sand. The drift gave way, absorbing him, but Palmer caught one of his fins. The sand was hard and unyielding; it knocked Palmer’s breath out as he crashed into it. He looked down at his hands, at the flipper that had come loose. His friend was gone. And he had taken Palmer’s air with him.
 



8 • What Pirates Do
 
Hap kicked his way out of the building and into a wall of sand. So thick. He hadn’t been prepared, felt like he was moving through mush[3]. He concentrated on the flow, tried to breathe, realized he had a fin missing. Goddamn. He was going to die out here. Die right on top of fucking Danvar.
He coaxed a sip of air out of Palmer’s regulator. There was sand in his mouth. Hadn’t had time to clear it off. Fuck, the look on Palmer’s face. But what choice did he have? Stay down there and wait for Palmer to come back for him? Fuck no. Fuck that.
He loosened the sand above himself and kicked off the hard pack below. It was almost impossible to move his arms. He let the sandflow do most of the work, tried to remember all the older divers who laughed at noobs for using fins in the first place. It wasn’t kicking, it was thinking that moved a man. That’s what they said. He never believed them. He tried to now. He tried to breathe. So damn hard to breathe. Like a tourniquet across his chest, like his ribs were knitted together, like the whole world was sitting on him.
Up. He made the mistake of looking down, could feel the pull of gravity, the sucking of those purples and blues, that hard earth far below, fading now, becoming invisible, just a handful of buildings until there was only one, and then he kept his visor pointed up, looking for the blinking transponders, watching the gauge drop back to under three hundred meters. Two fifty. Hell yeah, a breath. He sucked on the tanks, was damn glad for Palmer’s lungs for once, wasn’t jealous in the slightest, and as he rose up and up, he felt that distance between him and his friend grow, that crushing depth, and some part of him knew, some dark sliver, that there was no going back. He had discovered Danvar. Him. It would be for some other asshole to risk his neck exploring it, pulling up all those artifacts. Hell, he hadn’t even grabbed that brewer. Hadn’t been any time. Breathing deeply now, sucking the tank down from yellow to red, he got under a hundred meters and no longer cared how much air was in the tank. He could get there. He could make it. The transponders above were blindingly bright. The orange and yellow glow of the shaft walls could be seen. Hap kicked straight for the white beacons and the soft bottom of the shaft, his legs sore, his ribs bruised from the effort, a joy in his throat—
Hap!
He heard the faint murmur in his jawbones. Palmer. Probably got his head in the sand, his visor on, holding his breath and yelling after him. Hap didn’t answer, didn’t raise the voice that happens in a man’s throat when he whispers in his mouth, when he thinks aloud. He kept those thoughts to himself.
Hap, you fucker, get back here! Hap–!
Hap didn’t hear the rest. His head broke through the bottom of that well. He lifted himself up clumsily, dragging his legs out of sand softened by the vibrations of his suit, until he was sputtering and balled up in the open air once more.
He spit out his regulator. The tanks were empty. Hap moved the visor up to his forehead and took a few deep breaths in the pitch black. He fought the temptation to whoop for joy, to whoop for surviving. The others would be waiting up on that metal hatch and might hear him. Act cool. Act like you’ve done this before. A fucking hero, that’s what he was. A legend. He’d never pay for a drink in any dive bar for the rest of his life. He flashed forward to himself in old age, in his forties, weathered and gray, sitting in the Honey Hole with two girls on his lap, telling people about the day he discovered Danvar. Palmer would have some heroic role to play. He’d see to that. He’d have the bartender buy him another round so he could toast Palmer’s name. And the girls . . .
With his dive light on and his suit off, he fumbled for one of the dangling ropes, knotted it securely under his arms, gave it three sharp tugs. Oh, the girls. He thought of the girls as the slack went out of the rope. Almost too late, he remembered the beacons, which weren’t cheap, and reached for his. The rope caught and started lifting him. Hap yelled for them to wait and scrambled after Palmer’s beacon, which was worth a good twenty coin. He got his fingers on it as the rope began to haul him up, clutched the small device in his palm. While they hauled him through the shaft, he kept his one flipper on the wall to keep him from bouncing around and tucked the two transponders into the belly pocket on his suit. Fuck. He’d made it.
 
••••
 
The disc of light above grew larger and brighter as Hap was pulled skyward. He could see the sun shining down from directly overhead, so it must already be noon. Damn. Had they been down there that long? Someone above him barked orders to the men handling the rope. He could hear men grunting as they took up the line hand over hand, lifting him in swaying jerks. When he got to the lip, Hap helped, grabbing the hot edge of the metal platform, feeling the burn through his gloves as he pulled himself up on weary arms, kicking with his feet. 
Two of the pirates grabbed him by his dive suit and tanks and hauled him out.
“Where’s your friend?” someone asked, peering over the lip.
“Didn’t make it,” Hap said. He tried to take deep breaths. The old man who had checked over Palmer’s gear searched Hap’s face for a beat, and then waved his arms toward the high dune where the generator could be heard and a plume of sand filled the sky. But Brock pushed the old man’s arms down and glared up in the same direction, waving some command off. Soon, everyone was looking at Hap. The dive master studied the deep shaft as if hoping Palmer would appear.
“How far’d you get?” Moguhn asked, his dark eyes flashing. “What’d you see?”
Hap realized he was still out of breath from the excitement, the adrenaline. “Danvar,” he wheezed, beaming with triumph. “Sandscrapers like nobody’s ever seen.” He looked to Brock, whose eyes shined bright. “Sandscrapers everywhere, hundreds of meters tall, like twenty or thirty Springstons put together. Artifacts all over the place—”
“You were down a long time on two tanks,” the dive master said. “We’d almost given you up.”
“We found a pocket of air in one of the tallest scrapers, so we looked around a bit.” He tried to make it sound matter-of-course. “We wanted to get you your money’s worth.” Hap beamed up at Brock. All of this would go in his stories, all would be embellished over the years.
“Did you record it all?” Brock asked in that deep and guttural accent of his. “Did you get a map of the area? Precise coordinates? Everything has to be precise.”
“It’s all stored in my visor.” Hap tapped the band pushed up on his head.
“Let’s have them,” Brock said, holding out his hand. Two of the other men were behind Hap, holding that large metal hatch open. Hap was about to say that he’d want to see the coin first when he felt his visor tugged off his head and handed over. It took him a pause to realize that Brock’s command hadn’t been directed at him at all.
“Thank you,” Brock said. He smiled at Hap. “And now, I trust you can keep a secret.”
Hap was about to answer, to tell him that he damn sure could, but he quickly realized that this wasn’t directed at him either. This flash of understanding came right before Moguhn shoved him in the chest and Hap felt himself go backwards. He windmilled his arms, stirring the air, a grunt and a helpless squeak escaping his lungs, his heels rocking back dangerously, before he tumbled into the dark.
He hit the hard wall of that deep shaft and spun down, the air whistling past his ears, his stomach up in his throat and choking off his screams. He fell swiftly. Felt a dangling rope, and the wild swinging of his arms caught a wrap. A wrap on his wrist, catching tight, and then the sting, the burn, as it caught his weight and he slid down and down, the rope whistling as it rubbed his flesh, biting, on fire, cutting through his skin and sinking to the bone, tumbling and tumbling until he hit in an explosion of agony.
His leg, his back, the tanks, and then his head, so fast it was almost at once. He couldn’t feel his body. He couldn’t feel his body. His arm was in the air, hung up in the rope. By his dive light, he could see the rope buried deep in his flesh, squeezing bone, blood racing down to his elbow.
Hap tried to move, but he couldn’t. Turning his head, he saw his boot near his shoulder. His boot was near his shoulder. And Hap realized, numbly and sickeningly, that his foot was still in it. 
Oh fuck, oh fuck. His body was ruined. His mind was still aware, could see what had happened to him, and he knew it wasn’t something he would ever recover from. He was an unnatural heap, but still alive.
Far above, shadows bent over the small disk of light. Hap tried to scream up at them, yell for help, yell a curse on them for all their days, but all that leaked out of him was a whimper, a rattle. One of the shadows moved, an arm waving, and some receding part of Hap’s mind thought they were waving down at him. But they were waving beyond the rise of that great crater at whoever was holding the walls of that shaft open—because the power was killed, a connection severed, and those walls collapsed suddenly and all at once. And Hap’s mouth, locked open in quiet agony, filled with sand. And the earth sat upon his broken chest.
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Foreword
 
Yesterday’s Gone began as something of an experiment. 
Sean and I have been enamored with serials since childhood, living on a steady stream of comic books, and later, serialized television. In the 90s Stephen King showed us what serials could do in book form. Sure, serials go back long before King, but his serial, The Green Mile was first to truly stoke our imaginations. Released in six monthly 100 page installments, King had us hooked!
In 2008, when Sean and I met, we started our own serial on the web, a new kind of vampire serial (blending sci-fi and fantasy) called Available Darkness. While we’d gathered a small following, most people said they’d wait for the story in book form as reading on a browser sucked. E-readers had yet to explode, and print-on-demand was a great way to lose good money. But in 2011, e-books were suddenly opening long-closed doors for indie authors, and Sean and I saw our shot to experiment with serialized fiction, our way. We finished the first novel in the Available Darkness trilogy, and started something from scratch: a true serial.
Yesterday’s Gone.
We wanted to write a serial — fast enough to capture the adventurous spirit of comic books and some of the TV’s best serialized candy. We’re huge fans of shows such as The Walking Dead, Battlestar Galactica, Carnivale, The Wire, Mad Men, and The Killing, just to name a few. 
We laid out some basic ground rules for our as-yet-unnamed serial. We’d start with a premise: what if a few characters woke up one day and everyone on the planet was gone? They’re not raptured. People are just gone.
What comes next?
From there, Sean and I each went to work on our own, creating our own characters and scenarios for what would become the first episode’s rough draft. 
Neither of us knew what the other was doing. In a way, we were trying to impress one another by coming up with the coolest shit possible, while building the central mystery: how did this happen?
We each did our thing, swapped our halves for polishing, and met for a series of story meetings to brainstorm what happens next. We mapped rough outlines for the first season, and some of the stuff that happens in Seasons Two and Three, leaving enough wiggle room to explore the story as we discovered it.
We released the first episode scared shitless that we’d fall flat on our faces, we’d go broke, and I’d have to return to my life as an exotic dancer. No, not really. I look like a fatter, gruffer Kevin James. 
At the time, many writers (and readers) had nothing nice to say about serials. The common wisdom was: No one can sell serials today. 
Perhaps no publisher could, or would take a risk on serials. But there was nothing stopping us indies from trying!
We wanted to be among the indie authors who helped usher in a new golden age for serials. And we were willing to risk everything on the hope that we weren’t alone in our love for serials. Sean and I had already decided that the ONLY way we’d make it as authors was to write fiction full-time, stop taking freelance work, and spend as much time as we could building our readership.
After the first season of Yesterday’s Gone sold fairly well, we decided not to spend time promoting our book, or even writing the second season, but rather to start writing another serial, WhiteSpace. 
Serials had yet to prove themselves, and Amazon was still nearly a year away from their Amazon Serials program, but we ignored the doubters and doubled down on our readers who were saying “I’ve set my calendar to Tuesdays.”
We WOULD make money, and become Kings of the Serial.
It was a tongue in cheek title, like Howard Stern calls himself the King of All Media. But we wanted to be known for two things: an unquestioned work ethic when it came to telling our stories, and delivering kick-ass serials. 
In 2012, we did the unthinkable — released a new serial episode or short story every week of the year, delivering six episodes in a row which would make up the “season,” rotating our series like a networks with their shows. We wrote our asses off and delivered weekly character-driven entertainment to our readers, just like AMC, HBO, FX, or Showtime. 
And, it’s paid off.
We created four series, and are finally making a living doing what we love. We also got signed to 47North as part of Amazon’s Serials program for two more series.
None of that would’ve happened without Yesterday’s Gone, our most popular story to date (we still say WhiteSpace is our best series, though). Yesterday’s Gone has enjoyed a few visits to the number 1 spots in Amazon’s horror and sci-fi charts, even beating out Stephen King (for a brief but glorious moment.) 
Yes, we saved screenshots. 
Yesterday’s Gone is the series we’re most known for. We get email all the time from both readers who are addicted to the series, and writers inspired by what the series has done. Yesterday’s Gone is often described as The Stand meets LOST, with a bit of Robert R. McCammon’s Swan Song. That’s a comparison we’re flattered by, and as good as any.
When asked to write this introduction, we were supposed to offer thoughts on where our story stands in the realm of dystopian literature. But we couldn’t write about Yesterday’s Gone without writing about the importance of serials to us.
Yesterday’s Gone would not exist if it weren’t a serial. It truly is a television show in book form.
We’re not sure where we stand among all dystopian fiction, or if our first series will be remembered as one of the greats several decades from now. We’d love to think it will be, though. 
What started as a simple “let’s erase the world and see what happens” story, has become an intricate mysterious storyline with tons of WTF cliffhangers and some unforgettable characters whom we’ve fallen in love with. While the first season isn’t as tight as the ones which follow, it is the first step down the path which leads to many GREAT moments in Seasons Two and Three. Yes, the story is complex, I did say The Wire was a staple of our television diets, but by Season Three, you’ll have answers to nearly every question we set forth in the beginning. 
We’ve still got Seasons Five and Six to finish, and then Yesterday’s Gone will be over for good. We’re hoping people remember it as one of the most epic, thrilling, mysterious dystopian series ever written. A series that made you laugh, cry, and throw your e-reader across the room when we did what you were sure we never would. Most of all, we hope people remember our characters with warm memories.
But who are we kidding? The series will likely be most remembered for our foul-mouthed walking id of a serial killer, Boricio Wolfe.
Sean and I will most likely remember Yesterday’s Gone as the series that allowed us the chance to help prove that serials are a long ways from dead. And that it introduced us to readers like you.
 
Thank you for reading,
David W. Wright and Sean Platt
Dec. 30, 2013
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Chapter 1 — Brent Foster
 
Saturday
Oct. 15, 2011
Morning
New York City
 
 
On the day everything changed, Brent Foster’s biggest concern was getting an hour to himself. But hell if he wouldn’t have settled for 15 minutes.
His head was pounding when he woke, as if he’d spent the night partying rather than staying late at the paper. Fortunately, it was his day off. He glanced at the alarm clock and saw that the blue numbers were black. The fan he used to drown out the sounds of his neighbors and traffic was off, too. The power must’ve gone out.
Great.
Judging from the morning sun coming through the opening in the curtains, he figured it was probably 9 a.m. And since he couldn’t hear the sounds of his rambunctious 3-year-old at play, Gina must’ve taken Ben for a walk or play date at the park. 
He smiled. He loved when he had the apartment to himself. Moments alone were so rare these days. He worked under constant deadlines in the newsroom, still always hustling and bustling, even with the layoffs. Then, at home, his son was usually awake and in need of some daddy time. 
“He just wants to spend time with you,” his wife would say, tugging at Brent’s threadbare guilt strings. “You’re always working.”
Brent wasn’t completely antisocial, even if Gina might argue otherwise; he just needed time to decompress when he woke and when he got home. He was just wired that way. If he didn’t get time, he grew moody and anxious. And he was short with Ben, which carried the rough consequence of feeling shitty for hours, one hour for every second he was uncool to Ben. The last thing he wanted to be was like his own dad, yet some days, he was headed there with a full tank of gas and a brick on the pedal.
He was in a better mood when he could start the day alone. Today, it seemed, would start just right.
Brent walked into the living room, popped open the fridge, off but still cold. He grabbed a bottle of water and took a deep swig as his eyes scanned the counter for a note from his wife. She always left a note when she went somewhere. But apparently, not today. Brent took another swig of water and headed down the hall to his son’s room. The door was closed; big, blue wooden letters spelled BEN on the door. Brent peered inside. The bed was unmade, curtains drawn, even though Gina always opened them when Ben first woke. Both pairs of Ben’s sneakers were sitting on top of his blue, wooden toy box that doubled as a bench.
Brent was confused. Gina wouldn’t take Ben from the apartment without shoes. 
He went back into his room, fished the cell phone from his pants, and glanced at the time” 10:20 a.m. Later than he thought.
He dialed Gina’s cell and put the phone to his ear.
No sound on the other line.
Phones are down, too?
Brent dialed again, same result.
Mrs. Goldman.
They had to be at the apartment across the hall, Mrs. Goldman’s. Her husband had passed away a few months earlier. Gina had started bringing Ben over to keep her company. She loved Ben, and he loved eating her cookies — a perfect match.
Brent slipped on some sweatpants, then headed across the hall and knocked on the door. The lights in the hall were out, save for four emergency lights spaced every five doors along the ceiling.
Mrs. Goldman always took forever to answer the door. Brent suspected she was going deaf, even though she had a keen ear for neighborhood gossip. He knocked louder. Still, no answer. 
Mrs. Goldman never went anywhere. Ever. Her only other family was her worthless son, Peter, who never visited. The few times Gina had invited her to the store or for a nice afternoon lunch, Mrs. Goldman declined. She didn’t care much for the city. Was only there because her husband loved it. Now he was gone, and she was happy to spend her days watching TV, reading her mysteries, and playing bridge with some of the other ladies twice a week.
“Mrs. Goldman,” Brent called, “Are you there?”
Nothing.
Weird.
Brent didn’t know the other neighbors on his floor, but Gina had recently become friends with a young mother a few doors down. Maybe they went there, Brent figured. He walked toward the end of the hall, but couldn’t remember if the woman lived in number 437 or 439. 
He tried knocking on 437 first.
No answer.
He tried a couple more times, then went to 439.
No response.
What the hell? 
People were always home, or at least it seemed that way. Brent was never able to sleep in because his neighbors were loud and the walls were thin. He’d wanted to move somewhere quieter for years, somewhere with neighbors who actually left the building every now and then. Brent turned and tried the door across the hall, 440.
No response.
What the hell? 
Brent turned around and headed up the hallway, stopping to knock at each door along the way.
One, two, and then five more doors. Nothing. He continued down the hall, his heart thudding, knocks turning to pounding at each door. 
By the time he reached the end of the hallway, he was hot and sweaty, yelling. “HELLO?! ANYONE?!”
Nothing but black silence. The darkened hall seemed to constrict as his mind started racing.
Impossible. There’s no way that nobody’s home. No fucking way. Unless . . .
Terrorists.
The word bubbled to the surface as an answer to a question he’d not yet had the courage to ask. They were in New York, so it wasn’t implausible. He raced back to his apartment, door still open, went to the windows and pulled the curtains aside, then looked down on the city streets. The empty city streets.
Brent was speechless, his heart on pause, eyes swimming in and out of focus.
“What the fuck?”
It didn’t add up. If there were an attack, there would be bodies. If there was an evacuation, surely his wife would’ve woken him. Unless maybe it happened while she was out and unable to get back.
That thought died on the vine when he spotted Gina’s purse and keys on the kitchen table, right where she put them every night before bed, ready for the next morning. 
He looked back down. No people. No cars on the street. Well, none that was moving, anyway. Brent could see a handful that were either in the middle of the street, or had crashed into the cars parked on the opposite side of the street. He could see exhaust from some of the cars, their lights still on.
It was as if everyone on his block just simultaneously vanished. Everyone except Brent.
He went to Ben’s room again to get a look from his son’s window, which had a slightly better angle at the cross street. Something sharp stung his foot. He cursed as he stumbled, glancing at the carpet to see a small, blue train.
Stanley Train, Ben’s favorite toy, which he carried with him everywhere, including to bed. It was there, just setting on the floor. Brent bent and picked it up. Its wide eyes and eternally giant smile stared back at him. Wherever his little boy was, he was without his favorite toy. 
He set the train on Ben’s pillow and returned to his room. He got dressed, then grabbed his keys, wallet, and phone. He shoved everything in his jeans, then went to the kitchen, found the notepad and a pen and left a note for Gina.
 
Where did you go? Went outside to look for you. Knocked on doors at our neighbors, nobody’s home. I’ll be back at 1 p.m. If you come home, wait for me.
Love,
Brent
 
Halfway through the front door, Brent thought of something, then went back to his son’s room, grabbed Stanley Train from the pillow and put it in his pocket. 
 
**
 
Brent took the stairs down to the next floor, and started knocking on those doors, despite not knowing anyone on this floor.
At the sixth door without any response, he worked up the courage to try a doorknob. Locked.
Halfway down the hall, he got an idea. He found the fire alarm and pulled it. The alarm blared; a banshee shriek amid the quiet. Brent covered his ears, watching the hall, waiting for people to flee. 
Not a single door opened.
“Fuck it,” Brent said, and went to apartment 310, tried the knob. It was locked. He backed up a bit, kicked at a spot right below the doorknob and was surprised at how easily the door burst open. Why even have locks?
“Hello?!” he shouted.
No response. 
The apartment was as vacant as his own. Pictures on the wall showed a Puerto Rican family of four. Parents with two twin boys, about 10 years old. He was about to leave the apartment, but movement grabbed him. Something just beyond the sheer curtains covering the living room window. He moved closer and saw the slinky silhouette of a cat sunning on the windowsill. How it could relax with the alarm blaring was beyond Brent, but then again, so were most things feline.
He went to the curtain, pulled it aside, and saw the white, long-haired cat stretched out, face nuzzled against the warm windowsill. As he reached out to pet the cat, it started to roll over to show its belly. As it turned, Brent jumped back.
The cat’s face had no eyes or mouth.
Brent fell back two steps, letting the curtain fall into place, his heart racing, half expecting the monstrosity to jump on him or worse. He stared at the curtains, dread creeping up his spine.
What the hell is that?
He watched the cat’s silhouette as it lay back down. He worked up the courage to pull the curtain aside again to make sure he’d seen what he thought he’d seen. The cat’s face was turned down, so he had to reach out, hesitantly, again and pet its head to get it to look back up at him. As his fingers touched the cat’s fur, he felt a slight shock, like static electricity. The cat didn’t seem to notice the shock. It began purring in response to the touch, then lifted its chin to meet Brent.
Only this time, the cat had eyes, wide blue ones, and a mouth.
Brent shook his head, feeling stupid. He continued to pet the cat’s head as the alarm kept ringing.
“You deaf, kitty?” Brent asked.
No response. Which was a good thing, or Brent might have just jumped right out the window. 
He glanced out at the street below to see if tenants were pouring from the building’s lower floors because of the fire alarm. If so, he didn’t see anyone. 
As the curtain drifted back into place, he saw movement on the street below. 
He snatched the curtain aside again, and glanced down at the apartment building across the street. A man in a dark sweater, baseball cap, and pants emerged from beneath the green awning and onto the street, looking around. He was too far away to get a good look at, particularly under a baseball cap, but something about his gait suggested he was nervous.
Brent jumped up, excited, and began smacking the window, yelling, “HEY! HEY!”
The cat leaped down and scurried out of sight.
The man on the street didn’t seem to hear Brent. He was walking north along the street, sticking to the sidewalk. Brent stopped trying to get his attention. While the man did glance over at the building a couple of times, likely drawn by the sound of the siren, his attention was mostly on something further down the road that Brent couldn’t see.
Brent watched, waiting to see where the man would go.
He seemed to be looking for someone. The man pulled a pair of binoculars out of his jacket and scanned the street in both directions. Then, he raised his binoculars up toward Brent. Brent waved frantically. For a moment, the man paused, and Brent was certain that he’d seen him. But he put the binoculars down and turned quickly to the north side of the street as if he’d heard or seen something.
The man lifted the binoculars to his eyes and focused to get a better look at whatever had his attention.
Brent turned, pushing his face against the window, struggling to see whatever the man was now staring at, but the angle was marred. He looked back down at the man, only to see him running as fast as he could in the opposite direction, and back into the apartment building he’d come from. 
Brent pressed his face against the window again, struggling to see what scared the hell out of the guy. Whatever it was, he couldn’t see it.
Hide, a voice in Brent’s head said. Hide now. 
It’s coming.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 2 — Mary Olson
 
Saturday
Oct. 15, 2011 
Morning
Warson Woods, Missouri 
 
 
Mary woke up sticky.
Another dream about Ryan, the sixth one in the last two weeks. Weird. She probably hadn’t thought of him for a month before that. Or longer. Though she couldn’t help but picture her ex from time to time since their daughter was his spitting image — well, a cuter, girly version, anyway.
Mary turned over and buried her face in the pillow. She hated dreaming about him, and really hated when they were sex dreams.
He’d never stop being inside her, but he hadn’t actually been there in three years. They’d been divorced for two, but once she found out about Natalie Farmer, the bitch that was 10 years too young and as perky as a sitcom schoolgirl, she couldn’t touch him without a shudder. 
She hated him for the innocence he stole and the lives he abused. But a large part of her could never forget the way he made her feel — the way he made her laugh, the way that, for no reason at all, he used to slip behind her and whisper treasures in her ear. The way he truly seemed to love her and their daughter, Paola. And the way he always reassured her that everything would be okay, even if he only did so in her dreams. 
Mary rarely slept past 7. During the week, Paola had to be at school by 9 and they usually left by 8 because Paola liked to go early. Unlike most 12-year-olds, Paola would wake early even on the weekends. Sometimes, Paola would join Mary for some early morning yoga before Mary worked a few hours on the greeting cards that paid for the $1.1 million house high on a hill in Warson Woods, just outside St. Louis – no thanks to Ryan.
A million dollars bought a palace in Warson Woods, the kind of house Mary liked most, even though it made her feel guilty all the time. Her cousin lived outside L.A. He said nothing was for less than $350,000 unless you were willing to settle for bullet holes.
It was probably thinking about bullet holes that made Mary realize how quiet the house was. More than usual. She sat up in bed. More than quiet – eerie. The trees were swaying, but that was it. No birds chirping. No dogs barking. And no lawnmowers. In Warson Woods, people loved lawns like children, and spoiled them the same, either themselves or through their teams of landscapers. Mary started calling lawnmowers the “Missouri Symphony” the second week she moved in. To not hear lawnmowers on a Saturday morning made her briefly question whether she’d slept straight through to Monday. 
Mary left the bed and padded toward the stairs. She needed coffee. That would help the oddness fade. The hallway was dark. Mary flicked a light but nothing happened. She sighed and kept walking. One million for a house, fine, but everything should work.
She would have a hard enough time this morning without light, but being without caffeine might make it impossible. So, she wasn’t happy when her new Keurig wouldn’t work either. Maybe there was an outage in the neighborhood? A sudden chill iced her insides. It wasn’t logical, but it came from the place that keeps its eyes peeled for the stuff logical doesn’t.
“Paola?”
Paola didn’t answer, but the Keurig rumbled to life and started warming its water as the hall light came on and the air conditioner cycled on. She would’ve called for Paola a second time, but she didn’t have to. Paola called for her instead. “Mom!!!” Mom sounded like a war cry rattling from the throat of a warrior who knew she was about to die.
Mary was at the foot of the stairs in less than a second and all the way to the top in two after that. She flew through Paola’s open door. Her daughter was screaming at something out of view. 
It was gone before Mary got there, but it had left Paola a vibrating mess. Mary tried to soothe her, but Paola pushed her away. “It’s okay, Honey.” Mary pulled her closer. Paola surrendered, and Mary’s hands fell in a familiar pattern behind her daughter’s head. 
“What was it?” Mary asked.
“I don’t know,” Paola shook her head. “I don’t know the words.”
“Try.”
“It was like,” Paola fell into a second fit of sobs. Mary continued to pet her. “It was like ... ” more sobbing, then, “It was like Daddy.” 
“What? What do you mean, it was like your father?”
Paola shook her head. Her cheeks burned. “It was Daddy. He was in my room, but he wasn’t. It was just him, but not all of him.”
“Your father was here?!” Mary could feel her white face making Paola’s redder. 
“No.” Paola started to say something, then closed her mouth. A long three seconds passed, then, “It was like if a ghost was there without the ghost. Daddy, but not Daddy.” 
“How do you know it was a ghost, or your father, if you couldn’t see anything?”
Paola just stared at her mother. “I’d know Daddy anywhere.” 
Her face cracked, and she started to cry again as the power went off again.
 
 
**
 
It seemed to take longer than normal for Mary to calm Paola’s whimpers down to heavy breathing. Right when inhales and exhales were starting to meet, Paola broke the rhythm. 
“Why is it so quiet?”
Mary had almost forgotten. “I’m not sure, honey. The power’s out and everything feels ... ”
“Wrong,” Paola finished.
“Yeah, wrong.” Mary stood and held out her hand for Paola. She was almost as tall as her mom, and would likely tower over her in another year or two. Paola followed her mom downstairs and into the kitchen. The coffee machine had died before it could produce enough for a cup. Frustrated, Mary went to the fridge and grabbed a Diet Coke for herself and poured some OJ for her daughter.
When they finished, Mary looked out the front window.
“Let’s go look outside.” 
They walked the neighborhood that had gone from posh to ghost town overnight. 
They peered through windows and into cars, and crossed well-manicured yards, starting at Mrs. Parker’s house on the corner, because she was the first to move into the subdivision and had made it family business to know everything about everyone every day since. She wasn’t home. 
After two empty streets, they rounded the hill and hit the hiking trail, thinking there might be a neighborhood gathering they didn’t know about. The trails were empty, too. Odd for the weekend, when the housewives and retirees were usually out en masse.
They followed the trail, then rounded the avenue back to their street. They were surprised, and thrilled, to see someone standing in front of their house. It was their neighbor, Jimmy Martin – Jim, as he’d been introducing himself since eighth grade, even though no one would listen. He was a head too tall for his age. That, along with his long, dark hair that he let hang in his eyes, made him look a bit older than his 16 years. Any advantage he had in looking older was usurped by his immaturity. While he was generally a good kid, as far as Mary knew, he got into frequent trouble for skateboarding in the shopping center, trespassing at the pool after hours, skipping school, and the stuff that unfocussed kids generally did to pass away the time.
“What’d you find out, Mrs. Olson?”
“Nothing,” Mary shook her head. “Do you know what’s going on?”
“Other than the entire world going POOF!?” Jimmy made jazz hands, “I’ve no idea. I woke up, my mom and dad were AWOL. So were both my brothers. I figured they were fu ... messing with me, but I can’t figure out the angle, plus there’d be no way they’d get the whole neighborhood to play the reindeer games.”
Jimmy seemed oddly unfazed by events. 
Mary was about to ask him if the electricity was working in his house when her neighbor from the other side, John, appeared in the distance. He was walking fast, directly toward them. Mary closed her mouth mid-sentence, Jimmy and Paola turned to see why. 
“Thank God!” John was running toward them. 
“What’s going on?” All three asked, hard to tell who was first.
“No idea. Jenny’s gone. No note. Nothing. She doesn’t even go downstairs without kissing me goodbye.”
It was true. With any other couple it would’ve been disgusting. But John and Jenny were probably the two nicest people alive. And so adorable and doting, it was almost creepy.
No one had a chance to console John, or consider Jenny, before a smoke-colored Audi appeared on the drive coming toward them. It was Desmond Armstrong, the neighbor from across the street. The Audi’s engine died, but Desmond stayed inside. They could see him through the tinted windows, sitting and staring into space. It was an endless minute with no one knowing what to do. Finally, the door opened, and Desmond put his boot on the grass.
“There’s no other way to say it,” Desmond shook his head. “The world is dead.” 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 3 — Charlie Wilkens
 
Saturday
Oct. 15, 2011
Morning
Jacksonville, Florida
 
 
Charlie Wilkens wasn’t upset when he woke to find an empty world. In fact, it was the best damned thing that had happened in his 17 years on the planet.
He was frightened at first, of course, when he woke to find his house empty, both cars in the driveway, and no sign of his mother or asstard stepdad, Bob. But when he went door to  door and discovered his entire block was as empty as his house, he was a few planets past the moon. 
As he tottered down the street on his 12 speed, he stopped to knock at each house, considering its occupants and the offenses they’d committed against him over the years. He knocked on the bully Eddie Houghton’s house, remembering the time the fat, red head made Charlie eat dirt in front of his classmates in sixth grade. 
Good riddance.
He stopped at Josie Robinson’s house, a girl he had a crush on since kindergarten, and who had been his friend until last year, before she started hanging out with Shayanne and the rest of the cheerleaders in the Bitch Clique. It was bad enough that she’d shunned him, but at one point, she called him “pizza face” in front of half the lunchroom. It was all he could do to keep from crying. 
Bye bye, Josie.
Then there was that asshole, Mr. Lawrence, at the end of the block. A short, creepy dude who once hired Charlie to go door to door and hand out flyers for his painting business. Mr. Lawrence had promised Charlie $40 for the job. But after Charlie spent the entire weekend canvassing the neighborhood with the ads, Mr. Lawrence claimed someone saw him dumping a box of the flyers in a dumpster at the Quick Stop (which was bullshit). So, he refused to pay Charlie.
Sayonara, asshole.
Charlie laughed as he raced to the next block and repeated the process, growing more giddy with every empty house.
“Goodbye, assholes! Fuckers! Motherfuckers!” he shouted from the top of his lungs. It was an amazing release, even if no one was around to hear him.
For too many years, he’d had to bottle his emotions and take shit from everybody. He’d been the world’s doormat for most of his life, through no fault of his own. He just happened to be a bit geekier, a bit paler, and had a few more zits than everyone else in his class. If he didn’t have the zits, got tan instead of turned pink in the sun, and his hair was straight instead of a curly, blond mop, maybe people would have seen him a bit differently. 
All he wanted to do was get through adolescence under the radar. But ever since middle school, it was as if he had some sort of homing signal which seemed particularly honed to attract unwanted attention. And when you stood out, the wolves licked their chops.
Growing up a momma’s boy had made him soft. 
He spent the first 11 years of his life practicing ways to make his mother happy. She’d been depressed since his father died, so it was his mission to bring her smile back. He’d put on puppet shows, tell her jokes, and would even go to painting classes with her on weekends. While most kids avoided their parents, Charlie was best friends with his mom.
But having no father figure in his life had made him meek and a magnet for the aggro assholes wanting to vent their frustrations and call him momma’s boy, faggot, and anything else their tiny intellects could muster.
He might have been able to cope, if it weren’t for Bob. 
Charlie’s mom met Bob four years back. They began dating immediately. Dating turned into an impromptu wedding. Everything was good for a few months. That’s when Bob dropped the mask and let his drunken, violent colors bleed into Charlie’s world. In a land of bullies, Bob was their king. And there was nothing Charlie could do. And nothing his mother would do.
And for that, he was glad she was gone.
Smell ya later, Mommy.
 
**
 
Charlie rode around a while longer until he circled back to Josie’s. He knocked again. When nobody answered, he tried the doorknob. To his surprise, it was unlocked.
Hot damn!
He opened the door and stepped inside “Hello? Josie? Are you here?”
When nobody answered, he closed the door. 
The house was cool, despite the loss of power. And it was well lit by all the large windows and open blinds. He hadn’t been in Josie’s house in three years, but it was as nice as ever. Her mother was in real estate, made good money, and routinely indulged in her premium tastes.
Josie’s dad had left her mother a few years earlier, but the a-hole was an investment banker, so the monthly checks were fat. 
Despite her family’s wealth, money didn’t seem to affect Josie all that much. In fact, she seemed embarrassed by her mother’s extravagance, which was probably the thing Charlie liked most about her, other than how she was cuter than an anime character. She didn’t act like the other rich kids in the school, and had never treated him like the poor kid he was. 
Well, at least until she started hanging out with the Bitch Clique.
Charlie trudged up the stairs to Josie’s room, and opened the door.
She had redecorated since he’d last seen it. She used to be obsessed with stuffed penguins, which once lined her shelves, closet, and even her bed. Now, her room was more adult with pinks, blues, and the sort of furniture his mom circled in the catalogue but never bought. No childish stuff anywhere, save for one lone penguin standing guard at the foot of her unmade bed. His name was Percy, Josie had once told Charlie. That was something else he’d liked about her. She wasn’t afraid to be goofy, one of her most endearing qualities, actually.
Charlie sat by the headboard and picked up her pillow. He lifted it to his nose and took a deep breath. It was soft, fluffy, and smelled just as he remembered her.
He closed his eyes and sent his mind to a time when they were sitting on the floor in the room. They were both 12, and she’d asked Charlie to give her a neck massage. It wasn’t sexual of course, he’d barely even thought about sex at that age. And she wasn’t that kind of girl. But sitting behind her, with her long hair spilled in his face and his hands on her shoulders, along with a glimpse down her shirt, gave him a raging erection.
When she lifted her shirt, and asked him to rub her back, he was painfully erect. Then, to his utter horror, he ejaculated in his pants, and had to make an excuse to rush home.
So, technically, Josie was his first, and only sexual experience with another person, even if she never knew.
Thinking about Josie as he sat on her bed, he was hard again. 
He began to look around her room and found a photo album she’d made. He thumbed through the book and saw pictures of her, taken recently at the beach. Her lips were full, her skin the color of honey, and her breasts practically falling out of the pink bikini. He was rock hard.
He went to her dresser and thumbed through her drawers, investigating her underwear, surprised to find such lacy numbers. He wondered if her mother knew what Josie was wearing under her skirts. In the mirror, he caught a glimpse of the expandable hamper in the corner, pink, of course.
Charlie retrieved a pair of pink, silky panties from the top and smelled them. The faint scent of piss and perfume made him wince, then smile. He closed his eyes, imagining the prettiest of her pink that he’d never see, then went to her bed, dropped his pants, wrapped her underwear around his staff and started stroking.
He lasted three seconds longer than he had when he’d given her a back massage.
Charlie caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, denim snaked around his ankles and wiping himself with her underwear. Shame flushed his face. He threw the panties into the hamper and yanked up his pants, then glared at himself in the mirror, angry at his lack of self-control. Josie was right to shun him — maybe some part of her had sensed his perverted thoughts. Maybe she’d only become a bitch to him because he was such a creepy geek.
The thought depressed him, and he went downstairs to her fridge. Rich people always had good food.
He grabbed a piece of birthday cake. It was half gone, but enough remained for Charlie to imagine the Happy Birthday, Mom! scrawled across the top. It had a chocolate ganache frosting, at least he thought that’s what it was called, and it tasted better than delicious. Maybe even the best cake he’d ever had. He was about to grab a glass of milk, when he thought better. Though the contents of the fridge were still cold, the milk (even though it was soy milk, whatever the hell that was) might’ve already started to spoil. The last thing he wanted to do was get sick, especially if no doctors were left in the town, or hell, maybe the world! 
Instead, he found himself eyeing a four pack of red wine coolers. 
He’d never drunk before. As a child, he’d never had the urge. And Bob was a living poster for why NOT to drink. But he knew a lot of the kids in school did drink. Mostly the dumb jocks, cheerleaders, and the “Fiesta Crowd,” as they were called. Charlie considered them all about as smart as a hot dog and didn’t want to be anything like them, even if that meant being a pizza-faced geek, but they did seem to enjoy their lives. His life, on the other hand, was a constant broadcast of misery.
It didn’t take long to do the math. Charlie grabbed the four pack, locked the front door (just in case), and headed back to Josie’s room.
He decided there were worse places to hang out at the end of the world. He sure as hell wasn’t going to go back home to his shitty, little house.
 
**
 
Three bottles in, Charlie wondered what all the fuss was about. He didn’t feel all that different. If anything, he felt worse. His head was hurting, and he was feeling sad.
He decided to take a nap. He slid off his jeans and shoes and laid down in Josie’s bed, nestling his head into the cool, perfumed pillow. 
Josie was so beautiful. Why did she have to be such a bitch?
Charlie began to think about where the world had gone. Or rather, where all the people had gone. Whether this was a localized thing or if maybe people were missing in India, too. He’d thought about it earlier, of course, when he realized something was wrong. But now, a bit tipsy, he found himself sinking deeper into the thought. 
He decided that though he hated most of the world, or at least the people he’d met, he didn’t want to see everybody gone. He’d be awfully lonely. In fact, he was lonely now. Hell, he’d even be happy to see Josie, even if she were mean to him.
Charlie cried himself to sleep. Fortunately, he faded fast.
 
**
 
A loud knocking downstairs woke Charlie from his sleep.
“Charlie? Are you in there?!” a man’s voice.
What the fuck?
Charlie leaped from the bed, nervous, looking around until he found his jeans and shoes.
Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.
He was busted. This had all been a dream; he sleepwalked and broke into Josie’s house. The police were outside! 
His heart raced as someone shouted his name again. The voice was deep, angry, and familiar. He ducked low on his way to the curtains, then slid them aside just an inch to peek at who was outside. It was the devil himself — Bob.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 4 — Edward Keenan
 
Saturday
Oct. 15, 2011 
2:18 a.m.
 
 
The first thing Edward Keenan felt was rain, cold and splashing his face, snapping him from the darkness and into the bright light beaming through a thick canopy of trees. 
The next thing he felt was pain — everywhere, as if his entire body had been thrown from a building and slammed against every awning on the way down and then picked up again and thrown off the building once more to hit the awnings he missed the first go-round. A high-pitched whistle pierced his throbbing eardrums. He reached up to cover his ears, before realizing his wrists were still bound together by plasticuffs.
Ed stood clumsily, pain shooting through his legs, back, and arms, then glanced around. A faint, flickering glow broke through the tree line. He made his way forward tentatively, stumbling several times, but managing to stay upright. 
As he got closer to the glow, he could hear the crackle of fire. Could smell the fuel. And there, as he pressed into the clearing, he saw the mangled, fiery wreckage of Flight 519.  
Ed raced forward, searching for any sign of survivors. The plane was split in half, swallowed by billowing smoke and a quick-spreading curtain of flame.
Suitcases, clothing, papers, chunks of the plane, and other debris littered the field, with some of the smaller scraps sailing low in the sky. From what he could see of the cabin, nobody survived other than himself. Yet, there weren’t any bodies. He looked back into the woods, wondering if perhaps all the passengers had been ejected from their seats as he had. Perhaps some, but not all of them.
Where the hell is everyone? 
The last thing he remembered was his escort, Agent Grant, telling him to shut the fuck up. They’d be in Washington soon enough. Ed decided to take a nap, but didn’t think he’d actually fall asleep. He must have. Next thing he knew, he was on the ground.
He was torn — go back into the woods and search for survivors, or run as far and fast as he fucking could. Last thing he wanted was to run into Grant — assuming Grant was alive. 
He took a chance. “Hello?!” he called.
As he stood at the edge of the woods, another high-pitched sound sailed over the drone in his ears, sounding as if the sky was ripping to shreds above him. He instinctively ducked, glancing up as another airplane shot by maybe 10 stories from the forest floor, on a sharp dive, soaring past the tree line before disappearing into a deafening explosion just out of sight.
Christ on a cross. What’s happening?
Ed raced toward the crashed plane as fast as he could, pain shooting through his legs. He stumbled into the woods, but stopped short when he reached a partition of flames where a large, unidentifiable chunk of the plane had set the surrounding trees on fire.
There’s no way anyone survived that.
He retreated, away from both crash sites, following a winding path that led uphill, where he spotted power poles and lines leading toward civilization, he hoped.
“Happy 44th birthday,” he said to himself as he slipped into the black of night.
 
**
 
Despite being in top physical shape, Ed was exhausted by the time he reached the first row of homes. Falling out of the sky will do that to you. 
Two-story, faux New England architecture lined either side of the street, barely illuminated by the half-concealed moon. Was one of those new gated communities in the suburbs, designed to look nice, but they were usually shit quality with tiny lots. As he stepped onto the first street, he realized not a single light was on. Not a streetlight, nor a light in any of the windows of the 20 or so homes on the street. 
A blackout?
Ed rolled his neck, sighed, and headed toward the closest house, a neatly manicured, two-story home with a large, double door and windows on either side. Judging from the moon’s position, he figured it was around 3 a.m. Not a great time to be knocking on doors, especially when you’re bloody and in handcuffs. But options were scarce — he had to find a phone and contact Jade. No doubt news of the crashed plane would’ve already reached her.
Perhaps, though, it was best that he not contact her. Maybe she’s better off this way, thinking I’m dead.
The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. He should just disappear. It was what he did best. He had a safe house in Florida that nobody knew about. He’d just fall off the radar. Again. And this time he knew better than to trust the agents he used to work with. Maybe the plane crash was the best thing that could have happened. Nobody would be looking for him. Not hard, anyway. This was his chance at a fresh start.
Ed would live like a ghost. No relationships, no friends — just live out his life until someone found him or he died of old age. As much as he’d love to hear his daughter’s voice one more time, to let her know he was alive, he knew he’d lose what might be a golden opportunity to finally make things right. She was a big girl; she’d get over his “death.”
But he still needed to get to a phone to contact Xavier, the only person left (other than his daughter) he could truly trust. Xavier would help him get out of town. 
He knocked on the first door, lightly at first. No response. Raindrops grew larger and started to fall faster, but he was mostly sheltered under the gable roof. He knocked again, louder, watching through the window into the dark house for any sign of movement or light.
Nothing.
He knocked a third time, this time with authority, like the law.
Still nothing.
Ed glanced around at the house across the street to see if he’d attracted any attention. All the windows were dark, showing no movement. 
On the ground, Ed spotted a garden with large, decorative rocks. He grabbed one, gripped it tightly on the end, and tapped it hard against the window to the right of the doorknob. The glass crashed loudly, and Ed glanced around to see if anyone had taken notice.
Nothing, still.
Crackerjack gated community security, hard at work.
Ed smashed a large swath of glass away; he’d need plenty of room to reach inside the doorway with his hands bound. He swept the last shards of glass from the frame until he had room to safely reach in and twist the locks. He opened the door and rushed inside, closing the door behind him. 
“Hello?” he called out, wishing he’d thought to bring the rock. “This is Officer Grant. Anybody here?”
Nothing.
He knew, from years of experience, that he was alone in the house. Houses harbored a specific brand of quiet when empty. A still you could sense immediately. This house wasn’t only silent, it was dead. No electricity meant no humming fans, electronics, air conditioning, or any other heartbeats of the average home. Sounds you didn’t even notice until their voices were taken away.
Ed made his way toward the kitchen, scanning outlets for any sign of plug-in lights. Finding nothing, he rifled through drawers until he found a flashlight heavy with batteries. To his relief, they weren’t dead, and the light was bright. He waved the spotlight around the kitchen, finding the phone. A fucking cordless, meaning it wouldn’t work with the power out.
He tried it anyway, just in case.
Nothing.
Fuck, doesn’t anyone use regular phones anymore? 
He clicked the light off, thinking about his next step, then headed back upstairs, light on. Two doors were on either side of the hall, and a large, double door was at the end, which he assumed would take him to the master bedroom.
The first two rooms weren’t bedrooms at all — one was a converted office. The second was a monument to clutter, tons of boxes leaving little room to walk. Finally, he reached the double doors, drew a deep breath, and pushed one of the doors open, training his light on the king-sized bed.
Unmade, nobody in it.
He figured whoever lived here was out of town, maybe on vacation. But something reflected back as he swept his light over the nightstand — a glass of ice water. As he moved closer, he saw beads of sweat, a small pool of water around the glass, and the last remnants of ice floating.
His heart stopped as he spun the light around toward the bathroom door, which was shut.
Had they heard him and ducked inside?
Ed squinted his eyes, searching for any signs of movement. He was too old for this shit. And not at all ready to die at the hands of some yuppie with a Beretta playing Die Hard.
He considered turning around and leaving, but something rooted him in place.
The house was empty. He could feel it. And he was never wrong about these things. Yeah, the loss of power might have been screwing with his instincts, but he didn’t think that was the case. Whoever was here was gone.
He clicked off the light and began to creep toward the closed bathroom door. A closet was to his left, but it was open, and he could see it was empty. If anyone was with him, they were likely in the bathroom.
He was nearly five steps away when he rolled his neck again, then spoke.
“Hello? This is officer Grant. We’re investigating a break-in at your neighbor’s house and we saw your front door was wide open. You okay?”
Nothing.
He turned on his light again.
“I’m coming into the bathroom now. My partner is in the hallway, checking out your other rooms. Do NOT shoot me. I repeat, do NOT shoot.”
He twisted the knob, pushed open the door, and thrust his light into the bathroom.
Nothing.
He caught his reflection in the mirror: dirty, banged up, bloody, and a huge knot sticking out from his closely-cropped dome. He laughed grimly at the reflection, then checked the closet for clean clothes. He would be stuck with his dark trousers, but he grabbed a black tee from the closet, which he’d put on as soon as he got the cuffs off. The shirt looked like it would be tight on his muscular build, and a bit short, but it would have to do.
Ed returned to the bed and felt the sheets. They weren’t warm — whoever had been sleeping in them had been gone at least a few minutes before he’d entered the house. He grabbed the glass, picked it up, cool to the touch. He took a long drink, the water soaking his dry throat. He chewed the remnants of ice, placed the glass down, and opened both nightstands, hoping to find a gun. No luck.
Ed moved from room to room, searching the house for anybody. At last, he reached the door leading to the two-car garage. If anyone was here, this was the last place they could be hiding, unless they sneaked into an attic or something. He did the police routine another time, with the same lack of response, then opened the door. Clutter filled one side of the garage, though more neatly arranged, and all of it boxed. The other half of the garage housed an SUV. 
He flashed his light to make sure the vehicle was empty, then doubled back to the kitchen, found a pegboard with keys and an automatic car lock, alarm attached. He glanced at the fridge, where a photo in a magnetic frame showed a middle-aged guy, a middle-aged woman, and a 20-year-old girl wearing an Ohio State sweater. He pocketed the keys, headed back to the garage and was relieved to see a workbench on the far wall with a large, red Craftsmen toolbox beside it.
Thank God some people still do shit themselves.
He found a hacksaw, fastened the blade on a C-clamp, then proceeded to saw his restraints away. Once he had the middle part cut, he found some bolt cutters, sheared the bracelets the rest of the way, and massaged the red from his wrists. He slipped on the tee shirt, which fit him better than he thought it would, and balled up the shirt he’d been wearing and tossed it in the SUV.
Ed went to the fridge. Stuff was still cold. He inhaled a Coke, then grabbed a box of cookies from the pantry and threw them on the passenger seat of the SUV as he climbed in the driver’s side. He turned on the radio to a static assault and hit the scan button, watching the digital display race through the FM spectrum without slowing.
All the stations are down?
Something was very wrong.
Ed hit the garage door opener before remembering it ran on electricity. He hopped out of the SUV and flashed the light at the ceiling, finding the motor for the garage door opener. A red cord dangled from the center. He yanked it, disengaging the opener, opened the door manually, got back in the SUV, and backed out of the driveway.
He figured he had maybe two hours until the state was crawling with feds.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 5 — Luca Harding
 
Saturday
Oct. 15, 2011
Morning
Las Orillas, California
 
 
Luca’s skin was burning. He opened his eyes and put an end to the dream where Mommy was making eggs on his arms. 
But he was still too hot. The sun outside was brighter than it was supposed to be. It looked like the last day of school, but it was only a week before Halloween. Light poured through the window like Daddy was hosing it down with sunlight like he did with water sometimes when he washed the car.  
Luca never slept past 6, but it definitely felt later than that. Dad got up at 5:30, even when he wasn’t working. Luca had been no more than a half hour behind him for all but one of his eight years. 
I don’t like the feeling in my arms. Tingly bad and burny. I want to scratch them, but maybe it’s like the bites that Mommy says I shouldn’t scratch because it always makes it worse. The itchy hot burny will probably go away if I ignore it. 
His Cars alarm clock wasn’t working, and the screen on the computer was black. The house sounded like when Mommy went across the street to talk to Mrs. Susan, only quieter. Luca went to the closet and peeled off his Lego pajamas, replaced them with jeans and his favorite Star Wars T-shirt, then went to the window, and stared at the rainbow.
It was brighter than usual. Most rainbows looked like they were already erasing. But this rainbow looked like someone just plugged it in.
The sun was past the start of the rainbow, so it was maybe as late as 8. Mom was gone, he could tell. But he couldn’t hear his dad either, even though it was his day off. Anna should be up, but he couldn’t hear her either. And he could always hear his sister. 
Luca left the bedroom and looked around the house, even though he knew he’d find no one. “Mom, Dad, Anna?” Luca waited for an answer, counting to 10 as he always did when Mom said to wait. 
After 10 seconds of less than nothing, Luca opened the door to a blanket of heat. The air felt like hot sand and made his hot burny feel worse. Something moved at the corner of his eyes. He turned to see his cat, Lucky, leap to the front porch, where it settled a stare on Luca and licked its paws. The cat looked somehow different than it did the day before. Luca would swear. But he didn’t know how.
Inside out. Yeah, the cat feels sorta inside out. It looks normal, but feels like someone made all its thoughts go on the outside. 
Luca crossed the street to Mrs. Susan’s house, put his nose to the window, and saw exactly what he expected. Since Mom didn’t like him on that side of the street unless he was visiting Mrs. Susan, he went back home. 
Instead of going back in the house, Luca decided to walk to the mailbox under the stop sign, all the way at the corner. That’s where Mr. Hassell lived. Mr. Hassell probably didn’t know everything about the entire world, but he knew a lot of things about people on Oregon Avenue. That’s probably why he was always talking about it. 
Mr. Hassell’s empty house was the farthest Luca had ever walked alone. Mr. Hassel wasn’t on his porch like usual, so he rounded the corner and kept going, all the way around the block. When he got back to his own number at 314 Oregon, he sat on the stoop and looked at the rainbow. 
I should go to Coach Michael’s. Mommy and Daddy said he’s safe. And he is driving close. We even walked there two times before, like that time last June. His house will be easy to find because the rainbow is pointing right at it. 
The rainbow was pointing toward the coach’s house, but it wasn’t the big, bright one Luca saw when he first woke. This smaller rainbow was brighter, and sat just beneath its big brother, spilling sideways instead of south.
Luca went back in the house and filled his Star Wars backpack with two granola bars, a banana, and two bottles of Smartwater from his mom’s side of the refrigerator. The house was getting warmer, a lot warmer, but it was still cooler than it was outside. 
Luca started walking toward the rainbow. He made it six blocks before he felt the headache start to hammer his skull. At least he thought it was a headache. The ouchy tingle sure seemed like the stuff mommy was always talking about.
 
**
 
It was easy to keep from getting lost with the rainbow showing him where to go. Luca passed all the places where no one was anymore on the way to his coach’s house. But the only things home at the corner of Appian and Monrovia were the coach’s collection of vintage cars.
Luca looked in the window. The lights were on, like most of the houses for the last few blocks. A purr at his feet pulled Luca’s attention to Champion, the coach’s cat, rubbing itself on his ankle. 
Champion felt weird just like Lucky had. Comparing the two led Luca to realize that besides Lucky and Champion, he hadn’t seen a single animal since waking. Which was weird since some dog in the neighborhood was always barking. 
All Luca wanted was someone to explain what was happening. Like his dad always did. In simple sentences that would be easy to understand. But no one was around, and after following the rainbow 17 blocks to the coach’s house and not seeing anyone, Luca felt the sad spiders start to crawl inside him. His mom could usually get them to leave with tickles, or the promise of a salami sandwich. But his mom wasn’t there to make him a sandwich any more than his dad was standing by with an explanation.
Luca leaned against the door, slid to his bottom, put his face in his palm, and cried. He tried rubbing the headache from his head, but the headache said no. A dog cried out from somewhere in the distance. Luca was glad to hear it. 
He felt a sudden icy chill beneath his burning skin, but shrugged it off and stood.
Luca looked around the neighborhood. White spots were everywhere, but he looked past them to get a good look at the brand-new rainbow. It was telling him to listen to the trees. And though Luca was old enough to know that trees couldn’t talk, they did seem to be whispering something or other. 
Trees aren’t supposed to talk, but they keep telling me to follow the wind. And the wind won’t stop talking about the water. I think they like the place we go each summer, the beach in Mexico where the man makes the lobster tacos. 
Mexico it was. And it made perfect sense. His parents were probably there at the small house already – that’s what the rainbow said. And rainbows were too colorful to lie. 
Luca didn’t know how to drive, but he did know a car was better than walking. He would’ve gone back to his house, but his dad’s truck was way too big and his mom’s car was a stick shift she’d had since her 20s. He definitely didn’t think he could drive that.
One of the cars in Coach’s collection was a red Porsche that looked like a bathtub. Luca had ridden in it before. It was parked on the street, and he needed it, so Coach Michael would understand if he took it. His mom said that in emergencies, like when you’re bleeding or vomiting, there were special rules. Luca wasn’t bleeding or vomiting, but he was definitely having the biggest emergency of his life.
Luca looked but couldn’t find any keys. They weren’t in any of the cars, even though people in movies found them tucked inside the thing you use to keep the sun from getting in your eyes. Then, he tried Coach’s door and was surprised to find it unlocked. He went inside and called for Coach, but nobody answered. Luca started searching for the keys.
He looked for over an hour, until his skin was burning and head pounding enough to make him stop. He was about to walk back home when he heard a meow coming from the kitchen. He went to the kitchen where Champion sat beside the cooking island, patting his paws against the wood. 
Luca walked straight to the drawer above Champion’s head, slid it open, and removed a small, rectangular, cobalt-blue box with three keys inside. He removed the middle key, because it was the one that worked in the small Porsche that looked like a bathtub. Luca knew it, just as he knew what was in the box as soon as the cat told him.
 
**
 
Even though they were supposed to have sticks in the middle like his mom’s car, the coach’s Porsche didn’t. That was because it was a model car for grown-ups. And it wasn’t as old as it looked. Coach said it was a replica. It had a Volkswagen engine and an auto something transmission. He said that even though it was all sizzle and no steak, he loved driving it just the same.
Luca opened the door, sat behind the wheel, turned the engine, and scooted down until his foot was on the brake. He put the car in drive and moved his foot to the gas. The Porsche lurched forward and threw Luca against the seat. He had to scurry down to hit the brake before the car rolled too far.   
He tried a few versions of the same thing several times before realizing that though he was big enough to ride in the Porsche, he wasn’t yet tall enough to drive it.
He returned to the house and ran upstairs to Matthew’s room. Matthew had more Legos than anyone Luca knew. He pulled the largest bucket from Lego Island, the one with all the odds and ends and oversized pieces. For five minutes, he didn’t think about burny skin or white spots in the sky or rainbows. For five minutes, he did nothing but stack Legos, wearing a rare smile for that morning, on a face that usually looked naked without one. 
Once he had created two, neat cubes about 15 bricks high, Luca went to Matthew’s closet and grabbed a pair of shoes, size 12, same as him. He used duct tape from the garage to tape the two cubes to the bottom of Matthew’s shoes. He put them on and smiled.
Luca climbed into the car and drove toward the end of the smaller rainbow at a comfortable 20 mph. He was a robot, with super-cool, handmade, ninja robot feet.
 
**
 
He drove slow but exactly where the rainbow told him, winding down the hill until he hit a mostly empty Pacific Coast Highway where he made a left. Luca wove through the occasionally idle traffic as if playing a slowed down PS3 game with his daddy. 
He had driven for three hours and 41 miles when he noticed the animals. At first, it was just a cat or two, then three. The math got harder as he drove, and by the third hour Luca was noticing all sorts of animals trotting along both sides of the highway. 
Like animals that aren’t really animals anymore.
BAM!!!
Luca was lost in thought when he smashed the back of a pitch-black truck dead on the highway. Luca hadn’t seen a car for two miles, just long enough to send his attention elsewhere. 
The empty hood of the bathtub crinkled like paper and threw Luca back hard against his seat and out cold on impact. The last thing he sensed as he slipped into darkness was the fire, not on his skin, but starting in the back of the car.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 6 — Boricio Wolfe
 
Saturday
Oct. 15, 2011
1:17 a.m.
New Orleans, Louisiana 
 
 
There were no explosions. No crashing concrete, crackling electricity, or menacing reverb to blanket the city. No screams. Just that hollow pause that sits in the seconds between ignition and detonation. 
Except this one came and never left. 
Boricio woke a second after It started, wide awake even though he’d been tangled in a fat thick of sleep — the kind you get after a night spent doing all the things he’d just finished doing. He wasn’t sure how he knew the end had begun. He just knew.
His feet hit the floor and felt colder than they should have. That didn’t bother him. At least not like the air. Stale. Though he could still smell the restaurant below, there were no sounds. And there were always fucking sounds. 
This is some beer-battered bullshit.
Boricio looked around the loft — nothing out of place, at least not that he could put his finger on. Just the smell that didn’t smell right and the crazy feeling of empty that seemed to swallow the entire apartment like the fat lips on a French Quarter whore. 
And the crazy-as-a-cat on crack dream.
Boricio looked outside. Sky wasn’t right. 
He opened the window, and yup, same beer-battered bullshit outside, but stronger. He didn’t bother to shut the window, heading outside and grabbing a beer from the fridge on the way out instead. The fridge was still cold, though it’d gone as dark as the always-blinking alarm. Boricio stepped into the hallway and grabbed the time from the beat-to-shit clock with the three missing Romans — 2:17 am. 
Fuck that. 
Boricio hit the bottom stair and opened the door. He could smell the beer-battered bullshit before it was halfway open. Yup, the restaurant was dead. The restaurant hadn’t been empty once in the four months he lived upstairs, but Boricio could see through the glass: no cooks, no customers, no servers. He walked outside into the night.
And on the corner, Lucy was gone, which was equally weird. Lucy was never gone. Fucking mystery when she slept; stood on the corner day in, day out, except if cops were on the beat or she was filling the mayonnaise jar. Even then, she was only gone for five to nine minutes at a time. Lucy had a way of taking guys into the room and giving them more than they expected in less than a quarter of the time.
Like his apartment, the motel across the street was dark. But the humming light from the restaurant’s sign (which was lit) illuminated the split crack of Room #112. Boricio crossed the street, then opened the door the rest of the way to a whole mess of what-the-fuck?  
The room was neat. Ready for the next five to nine minutes neat anyway. And the air was so cold, it wasn’t like Lucy had stepped out so much as she’d never even been there. Boricio had smelled that room most days ending in Y for four months straight, and it had never smelled like that. 
The motel room was dead. Just like the alley. And the stairwell. And his fucking apartment. And just like that, the restaurant sign went dark, the humming ceased, leaving everything quiet. Like no animals or insects quiet. The kinda quiet you sometimes got right before a hurricane, but even quieter.
A flirt’s worth of fear fluttered through Boricio’s body. It almost made him smile; it’d been so long since he’d felt it, but his beading temple kept the grimace fixed. Boricio stepped back into the alley, drawing a deep breath and inhaling a perfumed gust from the Mississippi. 
The river. 
Fuck yeah, that’s where he’d go. Something had happened, and he’d missed it. People were evacuating and would have to meet in one place. The river made sense. Besides, if it really was the end of the world, the Mississippi would look him in the eye and tell him the truth. 
Boricio crossed the street, hopped in his 10-year-old, 2-ton Ford, then gunned the engine, and tore into the street with a roar thundering over dead earth. He was only a half mile from the river but didn’t even make it a block before braking hard enough to burn his nostrils with the scent of burned rubber. 
FUCK. 
Maybe the world had been shingled in shit and maybe it hadn’t, but a sudden memory from his previous night’s adventure filled Boricio’s brain with a planet and a half’s worth of fuck this! 
The world had disappeared. The thought of her disappearing, despite the neat slit that ran beneath her chin from ear to ear, was about as much as Boricio could take. He flipped the pickup in a U and sent it flying toward the Village de L’Est where that little bitch Brianna had kept her tidy apartment, at least until he’d made her breathing impossible. 
He’d see if the body was still there. If so, he’d deal with it. 
Him, too. 
 
**
 
Boricio coated the back of his hand with brow sweat and pushed the pickup harder. Less than a mile to go. 
Fucking bitch. I wanted to wait until Christmas. She was my present. And if it wasn’t for that ancient fuck, or the punk ass with the pink glasses, I would’ve. Still, she’d been yummier’n a Hurricane and a heap of hot wings. Didn’t even scream. Not once. Just wheezed at the end a little, like a dying vacuum cleaner. 
Boricio broke into a cracked laugh at the memory. 
Punk ass with the sunglasses, though, he cried like a stuck pig. Would’ve died fast no matter, but the squealing made it easy. She was worth savoring every second. Too bad about the rush. Happy fucking Halloween. 
Now I need something new for Christmas.
Boricio rounded the corner at Dauphine and killed the engine at the second curb so he could walk the rest of the way. Like always. Just in case.  From a block back, he knew everything he needed to, but kept on going anyway. The old man, same fucker who had been sitting on the stoop since early September when Boricio first started scoping the place, was gone. He’d been half the reason Boricio had to hurry his Christmas, and now he wasn’t even around to celebrate the end of the world.
The door to the apartment was unlocked just as he left it. He could almost smell her as he crossed the apartment toward the bathroom where his first surprise was waiting. Boricio had left precisely one body in the bathtub with all its limbs in place. He’d even left the head on since an extra body was all the cops needed to open-and-shut his ritual into an easy-to-swallow murder-suicide. 
The punk-ass dude had bled out, coating the tub in a thick mottle of red, but his body was gone and the gallons of blood looked like they’d been replaced with fresh water. 
The fuck is this?
And she was missing, too. 
The bed was rumpled from where she’d been taking her final nap, but the buckets of blood that were beneath her when Boricio closed the door three hours earlier, now looked suspiciously like bleach stains. Same for the drops leading from bed to bathroom. The white against the brown of the hard wood was clear, even with only one light working.  
Someone turned the world inside-fucking-out ...
Boricio tore through the apartment, trying to pull sense from the impossible. He wasn’t worried about getting caught at all. It hadn’t happened in 20 years and sure as shit wasn’t about to happen an hour into the Apocalypse, but he wasn’t a guy to flip a bitch on Answer Road. 
After 15 minutes, Boricio couldn’t find a single thing, except for the panty drawer he’d rifled through 73 times before. 
Those aren’t her panties. Ain’t a single pair in that drawer was ever worn. 
Thing about beer-battered bullshit is it doesn’t taste different until you spit it out, so Boricio threw a final scowl around the room, then headed for the door, pausing at the threshold. He could swear he felt faster, stronger. And not just like he usually did after a good kill and a great night’s sleep. 
Like a few lines of coke gone permanent. Must be the adrenaline. Feels good. Could get used to this shit in a hurry. 
Boricio bounded down the stairs and kicked the door with a giggle. Maybe it was the end of the world, and maybe that shit wasn’t too bad. Humanity was mostly made of assholes anyway, and that was scientific fucking fact. 
Boricio was practically skipping across the street, but broke into a full run when he saw the police cruiser sitting in the ghost lot of a usually hopping Circle K. 
The meek don’t inherit shit. Earth belongs to the wolves.
 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 7 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Darkness bathed every block. 
Not a single light or car on the street. Nor a single person in sight. 
The shit was downright spooky. He followed the streets until they led him out of the neighborhood and into town, wherever the hell he was. He didn’t think to look at an address while in the house. That was the second mistake he’d made this evening. He’d have to stay sharp if he planned to get back home. He was about to lean over, open the glove compartment, and dig out whatever paperwork was in there, when he saw the glow of lights from a gas station’s lit canopy ahead.
Excited, he floored the gas, and raced to the station. A red Honda was parked at the pump, and a blue Mazda was parked in a space at the back of the store.
The gas station was in the lot of a small shopping plaza, which had gone completely dark. As he got closer to the gas station, he looked inside the store. It was lit, but dimly. Backup lighting, no doubt.
Ed parked behind the Honda, hopped out of the SUV, and went inside the store, which was haunted by the same vacant feeling of the oddly abandoned house. 
“Hello?” No cashier at the register; no one in the store. He walked towards the walk-in cooler, which was muted from its usual hum, and peered inside the window. Nobody in there, either.
He headed to the back of the store, checked the bathrooms and a back storage room doubling as an office. He saw a closed-circuit TV, its broadcast dark. He was about to leave the back room when he spotted something on the desk — a phone! And not one of those wireless fuckers, but a landline.
His heart leaped in his chest. He raised the receiver to his ear, heart beating faster and excited fingers ready to dance the 11 digits on their way to Xavier.
Except he heard no dial tone.
He clicked the disconnect a few times, nothing in return. The line was as dead as the lights. It didn’t make sense. Even during a total power outage, phone lines had enough power to make calls. Perhaps, he considered, the phone company’s power was out? 
Nope, they’d have backup generators up the ass and back. Something is definitely sideways.
The voice in his head told him to get the hell out of the store and back on the road. Because at this hour only stoners with the munchies and cops frequented gas stations. He needed to find a highway and head to Florida, A-fucking-SAP. First, though, he had to figure out where he was. A newspaper rack at the front counter spilled the beans – he was in Ohio. Made sense given the girl’s sweater in the photo.
He grabbed a 5-pound spiral book that included a map of the United States. He glanced around the station, then outside again. Still no signs of another soul. He went behind the counter and approached the register. It ran on power, and was off, but when he twisted a key in the bottom, the drawer sprang open. Inside the drawer he found four stacks of bills, from 20s to singles. He grabbed them all, shoved them in his pocket, figured there was about $250 total. He was about to leave, when he spotted a black backpack nudged in the corner, probably belonging to the missing cashier. He glanced around again, then retrieved the bag. There it was — a Smith and Wesson 9mm. Automatic in a holster. 
He was surprised to find such a decent gun just laying out in the open.
Ed grabbed the backpack, a few snacks and drinks for the road, and got back in the SUV. He was about to reverse, when he realized the Honda was gone.
What the fuck? It must’ve left while I was in the back of the store.
He spun around, scanning the parking lot and the street. No sign of the car. He glanced back to the parking lot behind the station. The blue car was still there, seemingly empty. He didn’t know what was happening, but knew enough to know Ohio was creeping him the fuck out. He had to bail. Now. 
He put the truck in drive and hit the gas.
 
**
 
Ed had driven nearly three miles, and the entire town was pitch-black, save for the occasional emergency lights at gas stations. Nobody was on the streets, in car, or on foot. He found the freeway ramp that would take him out of state, and merged in a hurry. The lights along the highway were dim, but not out, also running on backup power, he figured. 
How big is this blackout? Something’s not right.
His head was still pounding, and his thoughts still jumbled from the crash. Once he got some sleep he’d be able to think more clearly, suss out what the hell was happening. Falling planes, blackouts, missing people — this wasn’t all coincidence. Something bigger was at play. And while he could see someone downing the plane to free him — he still had some fans at the agency and killing a bunch of innocent people was nothing to them — a second plane and the blackouts made no sense.
Something big is happening.
Maybe he would call Jade — if he could find a working phone. 
Would be nice to know she’s okay.
He’d been driving nearly 10 minutes and had yet to see another driver, but was careful to keep under the speed limit, anyway. He let the radio continue its scan, waiting for something other than static. 
White lines raced by as the sound of rain splattered against the thumping of his windshield wipers. The quiet drone threatened to send him into sleep. His eyes were heavy, and he wanted nothing more than to pull over and grab a quick nap. But he couldn’t stop. He had to press the advantage of his newfound freedom before they came looking for him.
His eyes grew heavier as he strained to see through the thickening rain, which was now a blinding, white squall in front of him. He had to slow the truck to ensure he didn’t run off the road. His eyes were dry, and he wanted to close them, but had to concentrate on the rain to see anything in this mess.
That’s when he heard it.
“Sssaaiirr,” a voice echoed in some faraway place over the radio waves. 
Ed’s eyes shot wide open, and he sat upright, attention on the radio’s face as the numbers escalated from the 101s to the 105s, and then the voice again.
“ ... again ... ”
There! The word was clear as day. The digital channel locked on a station. 88.8 FM, a spot on the dial reserved for public airwaves, religious stations, and talk radio. Ed hit the button to stop the scan, waiting for another sound. Still static, but busy static, something just out of range, trying to come through.
His eyes were glued to the radio as if he’d see whoever it was he was waiting to hear. So, he didn’t see the car until it was nearly too late.
On the side of the highway, the soft, red glow of taillights broke through the white wall of rain. 
“Fuck!” Ed screamed, yanking on the steering wheel sharply, sending the SUV sliding.
Ed rotated the wheel in the direction of the spin, praying the SUV wouldn’t roll. The truck spun, faster out of control, as it crossed into the opposite lanes. Ed’s eyes were wide, adrenaline shooting through every cell, as he somehow turned through the skid and managed to come to a full stop.
His body shaking, he let out a deep breath he didn’t even know he’d been holding, and glanced ahead, his car now facing the original direction. Twenty yards ahead, a light-colored Buick sat on the side of the road, its front passenger side crushed against the side rail. Its front driver light and taillights were on, but the cabin was dark.
Ed leaned forward, trying to see into the car.
Is there someone in there?
He thought he saw movement, but couldn’t be certain. 
Every instinct told him to get the hell out of there, but something else tugged at his brain, pushing him forward. He grabbed the gun from the backpack and checked the clip.
He drove toward the car, slowly, with high beams on. Nobody was in the driver or passenger seats. 
He saw movement again. This time for certain. Someone was in the backseat, just out of view. He pulled the SUV in front of the car, aiming the lights inside, and stepped from the truck, into the rain, gun in hand.
He approached the car carefully, eyes on the backseat and its just-out-of-sight inhabitant. He brushed the hard-falling rain from his eyes, and inched closer to the car until he saw a shape in the back seat. He trained the gun on the vehicle as he approached the back driver’s side door and peered inside. As he moved closer, his eyes widened.
Sitting in the backseat, with her hands over her pregnant stomach was a ghost-white girl, no more than 16.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 8 — Luca Harding
 
 
Luca woke alone, sore, and somewhere with a lot of confusing. Trees surrounded him, but he could still hear waves from the Pacific. The rainbow was gone. His Lego shoes had been taken off, his other shoes sat beside him. A dog, a husky, was panting beside him.
Luca grabbed his shoes and started to put them on. His head was still pounding, though less than before. His arms were painted in purple, and a long gash ran along most of his right leg. It was bigger than the cut on his left ankle, though the cut on his ankle hurt a lot, lot more. 
It was painful to stand, so Luca stayed sitting, rubbing his wounds. The heat in his body was easing the pain. So was the air, which had cooled down enough to feel a little like a kiss.
The Husky didn’t seem weird like the other animals he’d seen; it was pretty normal. The dog whimpered and nudged his nose at the bottle of water beside him. It was warm, but Luca drank it all in a few furious swallows. 
“Did you help me?” he asked, half expecting an answer. The husky nudged him and Luca looked up. The rainbow was back, still pointing south, slightly brighter. 
Luca’s leg throbbed. “What am I supposed to do now?” He looked at the husky. “No way I’m driving.”
“I don’t like driving without the controller. Or Daddy. It’s pretty sort of scary. Especially because I can’t look around me like I can when we’re going somewhere as a family. But we can’t go anywhere as a family now because I don’t know where anyone is and the phones don’t want the numbers to work.” 
The husky trotted to the edge of the clearing and stuck his nose at something Luca couldn’t see. Luca slowly followed. In 10 steps the dirt ended in concrete. On the other side of the yellow paint sat a rundown shack that looked like it sold milkshakes. And they were probably great milkshakes, because a lot of bikes were in the bike rack.
Luca looked both ways and crossed the street. He felt a bristle on the other side. He turned back and looked toward the trees, but saw none of the eyes he felt peering from behind them.
They’re there. But I don’t know how many because the math is hard when it gets to a lot. 
Luca looked another moment, then turned and headed for the employee entrance of the ice cream shack. It was locked, but the window wasn’t. Inside, he looked for the white, plastic box with the big, red cross, like the one in Mrs. Engler’s office. 
He found it in a cabinet a lot like Mrs. Engler’s, the first place he tried. It looked mostly the same, though it didn’t have the peeling Transformers sticker that Johnny Bryson put on the back when Mrs. Engler wasn’t looking.
Luca split the square into a rectangle, then made a pile of the stuff people used when ambulance men were saving people in the movies. He finished cleaning his wounds and suddenly felt hungry. A little at first, but then the hungry grew really, really big. It grew into the kind of hungry his dad called “alligator hungry.” 
He made a bowl of ice cream and a big sandwich. He didn’t eat enough ice cream to get sick later, like he had at Billy’s birthday when he ate so many scoops he threw up in the pool. He ate just enough to know his mom would be happy if she was sitting right beside him. After all, maybe she was.
Maybe everyone else is here, and I’m the one who’s not? 
He removed the one bike without a lock, the red one with a white stripe, then swung on the seat and looked into the sky. Sure enough, the rainbow was back. Luca started to pedal, struggling through the pain, leaving the eyes behind him.
 
**
 
Luca stayed on the bike, but the next several hours were mean. 
His leg looked like it had a layer of Rice Krispies coated in blood. His head felt like when he hung upside down on the monkey bars and fell, and his tummy was like the time Greg Moore punched him in the stomach because he had accidentally dropped and cracked his Super Soaker. Except worse. 
He stopped four times, seven counting the places that were locked. The entire time he still hadn’t seen a single person. Probably about 500 cars, though that stuff was hard to count. All the empty made it easy to feel the something following behind him. A lot more animals were here than at the ice cream shack, maybe times two. But Luca didn’t mind. They felt like less alone. And besides, they probably knew a lot of stuff he didn’t. Like where his mom and dad might be. If the rainbow knew, maybe they did, too. 
It was only after his fifth stop when Luca finally realized he had a hard time seeing the rainbow when he was thirsty. The rainbow had started to flicker alongside a roll in his belly when he saw another one of the shacks that looked busy like it was open but was empty like it was closed.
A few yards from the front of the shack, Luca’s bike hit a sharp rock jutting from the dirt. The bike’s front tire came to a dead stop while the rear wheel lifted from the back. Luca’s short stint as Superman lasted only a second. 
He hurt. A lot. A million galaxies worse than when Greg Moore had punched him. He wanted to close his eyes but couldn’t. The big rainbow was back, leapfrogging over the little one. 
I’m supposed to go. I’m supposed to go now.
Luca stood. But only for a moment. His knees wobbled, then quit. His cheek met the thin side of a rock on its way to the dirt, and a little river of blood ran toward the highway.
 
**
 
Luca woke in another small clearing. He felt different. Looked different, too. His mottled arms had returned to their normal olive color and his legs were free of their bloody Rice Krispie layer. His face, which he remembered falling on, didn’t hurt either.
The Husky was there, looking at Luca with large, sad eyes that looked even larger and sadder beneath the bright light of the full moon. In front of Luca sat a small pile of broken twigs and brittle leaves, gathered like the mini-mountains Dad made for the family campfires, just smaller.
And water was there. A lot of it. All the bottles were warm, but at least 20 were sitting in a big pile of plastic just a few feet away.
Luca looked at the sky. The rainbow was gone.
“It’s coming back,” the dog said, though its mouth didn’t move.
Luca shivered. That was un-possible. Dogs didn’t think loud enough to hear. 
“Sometimes, we do.” 
This doesn’t feel like my pretending reading mind imagination. This is different. Like someone scratched me on my thoughts. 
Luca didn’t like his thoughts being scratched. At least not without being asked first. Mom and Dad wouldn’t like it. So he refused out-loud dialogue with the dog, but was willing to follow the husky as it trotted back toward the highway. He grabbed two bottles of water and opened one. Warm, but refreshing.
Luca followed, hearing the rustling of more padded feet slapping the dirt behind him.
He walked for hours, feeling stronger the entire time. He was still warm, warmer than he should be, but a whole lot cooler than he’d been a few hours before. Before he fell down, before he woke to a dog that could talk to his thoughts. Before he woke to a ready-to-go campfire. 
Luca didn’t get thirsty again. Every time he felt his mouth start to dry, the husky would appear with another bottle of water. 
“I think I’m going to have to name you,” Luca finally said, drinking water and rubbing the husky on the snout. “How do you like the name Dog Vader?” 
The dog whimpered. “It’s good for now.” 
Luca stroked the Husky’s fur.
He’d been walking for hours and though he wasn’t really tired it was probably past middlenight or even next day. So, Luca stopped, lay his head on a smooth rock and closed his eyes. It was only a moment before he was in the twitchy part of dreams, where his body moves a little but his brain moves a lot. 
He opened his eyes and saw an Indian. The kind like in the movies. The kind you’re supposed to call Native Americans. The Indian was sitting on a stump looking at Luca right where Dog Vader had been just a moment before. The man smiled. 
Luca sat up. “Am I dreaming?” he asked.
“What do you think?” the Indian spoke, his mouth not moving either. His voice didn’t sound like the deep-voiced Indians from the movies though. It sounded like his own voice, a bit, just like the dog’s had.
“Yes,” Luca nodded. His floppy hair bounced up and down. “And no.”
“You are correct,” the Indian smiled. 
“Are you Dog Vader?”
“I am your friend, yes, but I never agreed to that name.”
“Can I call you Dog Vader?”
“No.” The man smiled. “But you may call me something else. What would you like to call me?”
“Kick.”
“Kick?”
“Yes, like sidekick. Like Robin. From Batman and Robin.”
“Okay. But what makes you think that I’m the sidekick?” The Indian continued to smile. 
“Because you’re the one following me.” 
“Then Kick it is,” he said with a laugh. 
“Where are we going?” Luca asked.
“There,” Kick pointed toward the far side of the coastline. 
“Are we almost there?”
“Almost.”
Luca believed him. He closed his eyes again and didn’t open them until the bright light and white spots came back and told him to. Of course, the rainbow agreed. Kick, if Luca wasn’t crazy, was sitting beside him, awake, snout pointed at the rainbow. Luca got up and followed. So did the countless animals behind him. 
Luca looked both ways, crossed the street, then ambled over a thin row of rocks separating the road from the sand. He looked at the coastline, then gasped and fell to his knees. 
Cats, dogs, birds, and plenty of other animals that weren’t fancy enough for the zoo were there. They were everywhere. Maybe 1,000, though Luca was sorta bad at counting when the counting stuff was spread all over the place. 
Luca turned back toward the highway and followed the rainbow. An army of beasts followed.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 9 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Streetlights had flickered the entire way from his apartment to Her Majesty’s, but unlike his apartment and the rest of Crap Alley, currents were crackling at the Circle K. Neon bathed the lot in a cheap glow, which looked especially bright against the backdrop of black. 
Boricio laughed out loud at the unlocked cop car and held his grin while looking at the shotgun sitting upright in the back seat. Shit sure is easy at the end of the world!  He opened the trunk of the cruiser and headed inside the Circle K for a bit of light early-morning shopping. 
Beer, chips, protein bars, Excedrin, porn, everything Hostess makes, a few Cup-A-Soups, and some other sundries made it into the surprisingly large trunk. Boricio slammed the trunk shut, then went back in the store to empty the cash register, just in case. He took the snub-nosed revolver from under the counter and tucked it into his waistband next to his .45, also just in case. After a swift kick to a safe that wouldn’t open and a like it fucking matters, Boricio was sitting in the front of a police cruiser for the first time in his life.
View’s much better from here.
The few miles to the Mississippi were graveyard quiet, with less than nothing on the radio and the same empty hanging in the air outside. Though Boricio wasn’t sure what he expected to see when he hit the river, it wasn’t anything close to what he actually saw. He figured there’d either be no one or everyone, but a fat river void of boats — save for what looked like three ships sitting out as far as his eyes would go — wasn’t on his radar at all. 
If it had been bobbing in the middle of the Mississippi by last sundown, it was gone now. 
Looks like it’s time to get the fuck out of Dodge. 
A minute later Boricio was back behind the wheel, with the siren at full bray and the cruiser’s odometer kissing red, headed back into the business district. To see so many buildings, a city that was always busy like this, dead, was a mind fuck like no other.
 
**
 
After a few miles of nothing, Boricio found himself playing I Spy with his sanity. The empty outside was bad enough, but the shit he couldn’t put his finger on was a chronic case of crabs worse. People were missing, but now it seemed like shit was missing, too. And he didn’t know what. He could feel things gone, but couldn’t put his finger on what they were. Like memories he couldn’t withdraw from his bank. 
He knew billboards were missing, but wasn’t sure which. Seemed like all the chain shit was still there, though. Boricio flew by a billboard for Applebee’s advertising their new Stacked, Stuffed, and Topped Entrees You Deserve! 
That right there’s a swinging sack of crap, especially in New Fucking Orleans. Not like the slop makes you sick, but it’s always cold, crappy, or served by some curly cunt hair pimply faced fuck who spends 40 minutes giving you the WhatTheFuck? eye. Plus, the pussy up in there is always too old or too young. Never just right. If the world is dead, at least it took Applebee’s with it. 
Boricio whistled as he flew by the missing church that everyone knew wasn’t really a church. That one he knew was missing. The big billboard was still there, but other than that, it was just a big, empty nothing sitting on the side of the street.
Well, how about that!! Crazy, fucking shit. 
Boricio kept fiddling with the radio. Nothing. Hell, he’d settle for Top 40 right about now, but the nothing on the radio and the nothing on the scanner matched the nothing in the air and all the nothing he’d been driving by.
He was about to drive back home; he’d thought of a few people’s places he’d like to break into if they weren’t there. Some people that had some good shit that could keep him high for months. But then, in the middle of the street was a pickup. Unlike the countless other vehicles he’d passed, this one had a passenger standing next to it. The guy was waving for help.
Yee. Fucking. Haw.
Boricio slowed to a stop and gave the siren a celebratory blare as he pulled beside the stranded motorist. The pickup was less than a year old, and the dude with the fresh haircut standing next to it was wearing clothes that still held their store-bought creases. 
What kind of asshole puts on new clothes to meet the seven fucking horsemen? 
Boricio lowered the window, then leaned his head out and smiled. “Morning, Sir. Need any help?” 
The motorist nodded. “Thanks officer, you’re the first car I’ve seen pass in the last two hours. Any idea what’s happening?”
“Haven’t a clue,” Boricio stepped from the cruiser, closed the door behind him, and leaned against the black and white. “Been responding to calls all morning. Didn’t even have time to get my uniform on proper.” Boricio gestured at his dirty jeans and the faded indigo polo with a tear on the collar. “Where you from?”
“Gretna, but there’s no one there now. Whole city seems to have disappeared. Same here, I see?”
“'Bout half the town’s gone missing,” Boricio chewed on the lie, “They sent the rest of us south on reconnaissance. I’m sure happy to have found you. I was about to turn around.”
“Any idea what’s going on?”
“Nothing for sure, though we got a call from the feds around 4 a.m. saying there was some strange happenings started last night over in Nevada. Nothing certain, but you can imagine how the rumors are flying.” Boricio had to swallow his grin, looking at the idiot with the brand-new clothes wrestling the idea he’d put there. 
“You think it’s some kinda ... alien thing?” 
“Probably. Seems like Hollywood’s been predicting somethin’ like this forever.” Boricio ran his hands through his thick hair then looked up and down both sides of the street. Nobody else in sight.
Time to figure out if this fuck knows anything worth knowing. 
“I need to check in with dispatch. Anything you can think of for me to tell them?”
“Not much to say. I woke up this morning, and everyone was gone. Thought my girlfriend was pissed since we had a big blowup last night. Same brand that happens every 28 days or so and she’s never left before, but I’ve never slept on the couch either, so I didn’t think anything of it at first. But then the air got so heavy, know what I mean?”
“No, not sure. We didn’t have anything like that up north, just a bunch of people running and screaming in the streets. What sorta feeling you mean?”
“Well, it was like ... ” the motorist swallowed hard, “Don’t think I’m crazy or nothing, but it was like the air weighed more, or maybe less, I’m not sure, but it was different. And I could feel it so I knew something was wrong.”
“What’d you do?”
“At first, nothing. Turned on the TV, but there was nothing on. Not a single station.”
“You mean the TV was dead?”
“No, it was working, but all the channels were blue, except the ones with snow. Oh, and one channel that was showing some old show from the ‘50s. Might’ve been Leave it to Beaver, but I’m not sure. Didn’t leave it on long enough to find out.”
“What’d you do after the TV wasn’t working?” Boricio looked at the motorist with kind eyes, waiting to kill. 
“Went outside to see what I could see, you know? And I could just feel it, the whole neighborhood gone. And sure enough, it was like someone had shaken the city and dumped the people out. So I changed my clothes, grabbed my keys, and started heading north.”
“Why north?”
“Got some family here, brother and his kids, wanted to check on them. But my truck was near empty, hadn’t gassed it in a week, and the gas stations I ran into are all down. No power, no people.”
Fuck. No gas. That was gonna be a BIG time, beer-battered bullshit of a problem. Good thing the cruiser was still three-quarters full. 
“Well, you’re welcome to ride along with me,” Boricio jerked his thumb at the cruiser. “I can drop you off at your brother’s, if you like. Anything else you can think of before I check in with dispatch? Anything that might help us figure what this is all about?”
The motorist looked far off, half swallowing what he didn’t want to say. Boricio put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. 
“It’s okay, you’re not alone. Tell me anything you think dispatch might wanna know, and don’t worry if you think it sounds weird.” Boricio smiled as wide as he could. “This is the season of weird after all.”
The motorist returned the smile and swallowed again. “Okay, you know that church up the road? The big one with that sign that says, The Perfect Place For Imperfect People 
Boricio felt a bristle at the back of his neck. “Yeah?”
“Well, it was still there, but it wasn’t. Know what I mean?”
Boricio wished he didn’t, but he mostly did. “No, not sure I do.”
“I could see it like it was there, and I felt like if I got out of the pickup I’d be able to feel it beneath my fingers, but it was gone, just like my girlfriend and everyone else in the city.”
“Well, that is weird. I’ll report that to dispatch.” 
It’s official. This fucker has gone from worthless to boring. 
“You ready to ride?”
“You bet!”  
Boricio stuck out his hand. “Sorry I’ve not introduced myself yet. Must’ve left my manners back with the chaos. I’m Officer Thompson. Good to meet you.”
The motorist took Boricio’s hand. “Jim. Jim Silva. Good to meet you, too. Thanks for your help.”
“My pleasure.” 
Jim Silva had exactly two seconds to notice the officer’s face move from passive to predator before he felt the grip on his hand tighten.
“Hey, Jim?”
“Yeah?” Jim asked, confused by the tight grip on his hand, but too pussy to do anything about it.
“I’m not a cop, Jim.”
“Huh?”
“No, I’m a hunter. I hunt people like you, Jim. Hunt ‘em and kill ‘em.”
Jim’s eyes widened as he tried to pull back his hand. Boricio locked his grip tighter. He loved the look in his victims’ eyes in that moment when they first realized they were with a psychopath. It made him erect, even though he was no queer.
Boricio grabbed Jim by the back of his head, twisted him around, and thrust forward.
Silva’s nose smashed into the top of the cruiser and rained a fountain of blood. He would’ve screamed if sudden knuckles hadn’t beaten the possibility from his throat. Boricio released Jim on two unsteady feet, then let him wobble a few seconds before kicking them from under him with a maniacal laugh. 
Another second and Boricio was on top of his new friend, Jim, banging his head on the asphalt like a stick on a snare drum. Jim heaved a few quivering shudders, already dying but a good stretch from dead. Boricio pulled the .45 from his belt, put it to the motorist’s temple, then shook his head and put it back.
Bullets are better than money now. 
He raised his boot above the motorist’s head and Silva’s final whimper was silenced with a squish and a new stain on the highway’s old asphalt. 
Adios, dipshit.
Boricio climbed back in the cruiser and floored the gas.
 
**
 
Boricio wondered if he’d killed his friend, Jim, too quickly. Sure, it felt good, but he’d never killed two days in a row. Maybe he should’ve added the crisp-clothed cocksucker to the stash of Ding Dongs in the trunk and saved him for later. Would be a shame to not have anything else for a while, which was probably how it would be. 
He was relieved to find another breather, though; to know he wasn’t alone on the big, blue marble, yet. That meant it was only a matter of time before he’d have someone else to play with. And hopefully the next time it’d be something he could fuck. 
Boricio ran his hand along the sudden bulge beneath his denim. The hard-on made him think of pussy for sale, which sent his thoughts to his favorite strip club, Plan B, which made him realize their billboard had gone missing, too.
Why the fuck didn’t I notice that? 
For some reason, that bothered Boricio more than just about anything else. He loved that fucking billboard, and looked forward to it even if he wasn’t gonna stop. Shit was obviously wrong with the world, but shit was wrong with him, too, if he didn’t even notice his favorite pussy parade was AWOL. 
Boricio pulled off the road at a Love’s Travel Stop. If he couldn’t get gas, then he’d get a fully-gassed car. The lot was lit like Christmas, but none of the pumps was working. Boricio traded his cruiser for a full tank and an empty Prius, then went inside and emptied the register of cash, just in case, before heading back to his brand new ride. 
The door was halfway open when Boricio heard a muffled, “Help!” 
The cry was female, causing the bulge in his jeans to resurface. It sounded like it came from the back of the store, maybe from the bathroom, but after 15 minutes of frustrating search and two more cries, Boricio gave up looking.
I’ll be fucked if I start hearing things, too. If the world is fucked to pieces, fine. That’s them. But if I’m hearing voices, well baby, that’s all me. 
Boricio flew back onto the highway and started fiddling with the stations, thinking maybe they’d be better than the ones in the police cruiser. For the first 15 minutes or so, they weren’t, but then a crackle of static on 90.7 reversed the trend. 
90.7 was the New Orleans “Original Local Jazz and Heritage Station,” but if jazz was what was being broadcast, Boricio couldn’t hear it through the hazy wall of static punctuated by the occasional beep or muffled word. And though he couldn’t make anything out, the sound was still better than the eerie nothing outside. Besides, it was sorta fun trying to hear what he could, like trying to watch porn on a scrambled channel. 
Boricio kept driving while the sky outside darkened. Daylight hadn’t hit, though it had to be morning. But the gloom in the clouds looked less than normal and mostly like a bruise.
A loud POP! on the radio was followed by the word “Boricio,” which despite its clarity, he knew he must’ve imagined. The world could disappear, sure, but some shit just wasn’t possible. 
Like the strength in his shoulders, it didn’t make sense. Boricio felt like he could ditch the Prius and run the rest of the day, though he hadn’t eaten since early yesterday and wasn’t hungry enough to bother with any of the crap food piled in his trunk, even though he’d taken the time to move it from the cruiser to the Prius. 
He was in mid-daydream, imagining pitting his new strength against some 250-pound pussy (the fat ones always liked to fight) when the broadcast from 90.7 suddenly jumped in volume. Boricio heard his name again, no doubt, followed by another 20 minutes of mostly silence seasoned with the muffled versions of the words gone, absent, defunct, dead, and buried, all crackling through the speakers. 
Only one word repeated though, several times, in fact.
Extinct.
 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 10 — Charlie Wilkens
 
 
“You in there, Charlie?” Bob shouted, rattling the door with his knuckles.
Charlie’s head was still hurting, but Bob’s sudden appearance had startled him to readiness.
The whole town ups and leaves, and this asshole is still here? The end of the world and it’s me and Bob? Fu-uck me.
Bob caught a glimpse of Charlie peering through the curtains, so there was no point in hiding. He grabbed the empties and tossed them in Josie’s closet, then headed downstairs and opened the front door.
“What the hell happened?” Bob asked, pushing his way into the house without invitation. “Where’s your mother?”
“I dunno, I woke up, and you and Mom were gone, then I went around the neighborhood and everyone else is too.”
“Your mom’s gone?”
“Yeah,” Charlie said, noticing that Bob looked genuinely concerned. “Where were you? I thought you were gone, too.”
That’s when Charlie noticed Bob was wearing his greasy work shirt and cap, with Sal’s Towing in ugly, cursive letters. 
“I had to cover someone’s shift last night. I was bringing a car to the impound, and I must’ve nodded off waiting for the asshole to fill out the paperwork. Next thing I know, I woke up and everyone is gone.”
“It’s not just our neighborhood, then?”
“Dude,” Bob said, his eyes wide and nervous, “it’s the whole fucking world. Or at least everything I’ve seen for 50 miles on the highway.”
Charlie stared, digesting the news.
“Why are you here? Anyone home?”
“No, I came looking for my friend Josie, and saw her door was open. So I came inside to see if she was here.”
“So you broke into her house?” Bob said, his face showing a shadow of the asshole Bob hid beneath the surface.
“The door was open,” Charlie explained. “I came in to see if anyone was here, maybe hurt or something.”
Bob stared at him, likely trying to decide if he’d be a total fucking hard ass like he usually was or if he’d let it go on the count of it being the end of the world and all. He turned and headed out the door, “Come on; let’s go home. Your bike’s in the truck already.”
Charlie wanted to protest, but knew he didn’t have a choice. He was, by all accounts, Bob’s bitch again. He walked like a dog behind him.
 
**
 
“So, what are we gonna do?” Charlie asked, sitting on the couch opposite Bob, who was in His Chair — the chair nobody else in the house dared to sit in — drinking his fifth Natty Light. 
“Fuck if I know,” Bob said, his voice slightly slurred. “Wait for someone, the Army, The Marines, fucking X-Files, I dunno. If you ask me, it’s the goddamned Rapture. God came and took the good folks to heaven so we degenerates could rot.”
“Don’t you think if it was the Rapture there’d be a lot more people here than vanished?”
Bob stared at Charlie for a moment, as if trying to figure out how he felt about Charlie’s response.
“Shit, boy, that’s the funniest damned thing you ever said.”
Charlie glanced at the ground and shrugged. 
“You ain’t so bad,” Bob said. “You should talk more instead of always staying up there in that room of yours.”
Yeah, maybe I would if you didn’t always call me dumbass or retard, or slap me around.
“How old are you now?” 
Charlie squirmed a bit, not sure where this was going. “Almost 18.”
“Well, hell, ‘almost 18’ is old enough for a beer. Shit, I was drinkin’ when I was 13. Of course, times were different back then. Go get me another beer and get yourself one, too.”
“You sure? I don’t think mom would want me . . . ”
“Your mom ain’t here, now is she? She’s probably up there in heaven and seeing as you and me are still here, means we’re probably goin’ to hell. So, we may as well have some good times  ‘til then, eh?”
“I guess.”
Charlie went to the fridge and grabbed the last two cans of beer, then returned to the living room and handed them both to Bob, just in case Bob was testing him.
“Here, crack it open,” Bob said, throwing it to Charlie.
Charlie pulled back the tab and beer sprayed all over his face and shirt. He let out a yelp before running into the kitchen so his beer could overflow into the sink. As Charlie cleaned himself, Bob was in the living room, laughing his ass off.
“Goddamn, you are funny, boy.”
Charlie glanced at the beer, still about 70 percent full, then lowered the can into the sink, quietly spilling all but 10 percent or so down the drain. He returned to the living room taking a sip of the beer as he entered. The beer tasted disgusting. Like shit’s shit, if shit could shit. Nowhere near as sweet as the wine coolers he’d downed at Josie’s. He made an awful face, and Bob laughed again.
“Beer virgin!” Bob said like he was some kinda frat boy asshole. Charlie would’ve rolled his eyes if he didn’t think Bob would knock one of them onto the floor.
Charlie took another swig, though most of it was thankfully gone. He pretended to drink longer than he had been, then put the empty can down and let out a loud burp. That ought to make ole Bob laugh his ass off.
And it did.
“Holy shit, you’re done?” Bob said, grabbing the can and shaking it, “Wow, that’s impressive.”
Charlie smiled and sat back on the couch.
“You didn’t pour it down the sink or anything, did ya?”
Charlie’s heart sped up. He wondered if Bob had seen him, but the angle of the kitchen’s opening killed the clear view into the living room. 
“No, but I spilled half the can on myself. And . . . oh shit, the floor,” he said, realizing some had gotten on the carpet, also.
“Hey, boy,” Bob snapped, a serious glare flamed in his eyes, “you watch your mouth, ya hear.”
Charlie paused, staring at Bob, waiting for him to crack a smile or laugh, or tell him he was just kidding. Hell, Bob had just told him to drink a beer and now he was gonna get all hardcore about a curse word? Sure, Charlie never cursed in the house before, but that was out of respect for his mom. He never realized Bob would be Billy Bad Ass about a little foul language.
Hypocritical fuck.
Bob continued to glare, “You don’t use that language under my roof.”
“Yes,” Charlie said, glancing at the floor, not even bothering to point out that it wasn’t his roof, but his mother’s, and that Bob barely contributed to anything, much less rent. God knew what he did with his money, but he sure didn’t give any to Charlie’s mom.
“Yes, what?”
“Yes, sir,” Charlie said, and shrunk into the kitchen to get some paper towels to clean the mess.
As Charlie sprayed the beer stain with carpet cleaner, Bob got up and went to the kitchen. A moment later he yelled, “Hell, we’re outta beer!”
Charlie cringed, wishing he’d mentioned that his was the last can. He was even more glad Bob hadn’t seen him pour half the last beer down the sink. He dabbed at the stain, soaking it dry with the paper towels, pretending to be deep in concentration and hoping to avoid Bob’s wrath.
Bob slammed the fridge, came into the living room, and said, “Come on, kid, we’re gonna hit the store.”
Charlie jumped up, threw the dirty paper towels away and told Bob he’d be right out, after he went pee, using the word pee, because if shit ticked off Bob, piss would probably make him go nuclear.
“Okay, hurry up, I’ll be waiting in the truck.”
Great, we’re gonna go out and do some drunk driving in a tow truck. That should be a blast.
 
**
 
Bob was a surprisingly good drunk driver, though he still went too fast for Charlie’s tastes. When Bob saw Charlie clenching the hand holder thingee above the passenger side window, he vented another one of his dirty, ain’t-I-an-asshole? laughs.
“What? You think I’m gonna crash us? Shit, boy, I’ve been driving trucks since before you were an egg in your momma’s snatch.”
Wow, there’s an image.
“I’m sure you’re a great driver,” Charlie said, “I was just thinking maybe the beers might impair your driving a bit.”
Charlie regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. He expected Bob to go ape shit.
Instead, Bob laughed.
“She-eeit, it takes more than a six pack of beers to get me intoxicated, kid. You ain’t even seen me drunk.”
Charlie laughed, uncomfortably. He still had a few bruises that said otherwise, but he wasn’t about to say that!
The streets beyond their neighborhood were creepy enough to keep the hair on his arms high the entire time. Not a soul on the roads. They passed a few cars here and there, which had seemingly been left running in the middle of the road or crashed on the sides of the streets, but not enough to cause any congestion.
When they pulled up to Evergreen Square, the closest shopping plaza to their house, the emptiness got louder. The always-full parking lot had been reduced to just three cars. Bob pulled right up to the first spot in front of the Save-A-Lot.
“Let’s go shopping,” he grinned.
The store was dark inside, but not so dark you couldn’t see between the daylight and the store’s huge, glass facade. The automatic doors were dead, so Bob went back to his truck, opened a side panel and retrieved a crowbar. 
“Stand back, kid, I’ve got a door to open.”
Charlie thought Bob would pry the doors apart. Instead, being the subtle kinda guy he is, Bob smashed the glass with the crowbar, until he’d made a big enough hole for them to climb through.
 
**
 
The store was dark and damned creepy without people inside. While Bob grabbed a shopping cart and headed straight to the beer aisle, Charlie was tasked to fill another cart with as much water and food as he could fit. If any other people were left, it wouldn’t be long before they’d be looting the store, too, Bob warned. 
“Anyone too stupid to loot was just smart enough to die,” he said.
As Charlie navigated the aisles, he couldn’t help but feel a thrill from the all-you-can-grab shopping spree. Anything he wanted in the entire store — for free! He imagined Bob was filling his cart with nothing but beer. Maybe some canned meat products and pork rinds, too. The idea made him laugh. He could hear Bob on the other end of the store singing some country song about beer, which made him laugh harder. If Bob weren’t such an asshole half the time, Charlie might actually get along with the prick.
He loaded up on water and soda on one aisle and was shoving every battery pack, flashlight, and battery powered gadget he could find into his cart when he heard a noise one aisle over. 
He froze, listening. All he could hear was Bob’s obnoxious singing. He was in the middle of his aisle, ready to run in either direction. He crouched down and moved closer to the source of the noise and then he heard footsteps.
Shit.
The barren store, hell, the barren town, the lack of power, and the general creepiness convinced Charlie he was about to come face to face with a zombie. 
Shit, shit.
He crept toward the front of the store, abandoning the cart.
The footsteps, which were at the back of the store and heading away from him, reversed course, and were now following his path in the next aisle. He stopped. The other person stopped one step after.
Charlie was frozen in place, Bob’s drunken singing sounded as though it were a mile away.
He scanned his aisle, looking for something, anything he might be able to use as a weapon. He wished he were in the cutlery aisle, but the small tool aisle would have to do. He grabbed a generic-looking hammer, orange with a black handle. It wasn’t heavy, but it was metal, and he figured it could do a fair amount of damage.
He started toward the front of the store again, this time on tiptoe, hammer ready. Silence on the other aisle. He wondered if his stalker was staying put or creeping along with him. He gripped the hammer as he approached the end of the aisle. Once there, he’d have to make a decision whether to round the corner and confront whoever was there or start running and yell for Bob. He’d hate to be imagining things, then go running for Bob like a big baby, so he decided he’d turn the corner and let fate figure it out.
Bob was still singing, but now it sounded like the out-of-tune was coming from a mouthful of food. Fucker was probably chowing down on raw steaks.
Charlie inched toward the soda display at the end of the aisle, his heart in his throat as he rounded the corner. His shaky hand clutched the hammer, as he considered the ways he might use it when needed. Swinging it would require getting in close, and if the other person — or persons — had a better weapon, he was screwed. He could throw it, but if he missed, he’d be empty-handed. And he’d be facing an angry attacker.
He sat frozen and crouched at the end of the aisle, weighing his decision, and glancing toward the other end of the store to see if Bob was in sight. He wasn’t.
Charlie heard the footsteps, now in full sprint toward him.
He ducked down, and got ready to swing the hammer. As trouble ran toward him, he cried out, “Bob!”
He stumbled back just as the figure in blue jeans and a black hoodie shot past him and darted toward the front doors. 
Bob came running, crowbar in hand, and glanced down at Charlie who had fallen to the ground. The person had hopped into Bob’s truck.
Bob raced from the store, yelling, “Hey, fucker!”
Charlie followed, gripping his hammer. As Charlie pushed through the front door, Bob yanked the hoodie-wearing punk from the cab and threw him to the ground. He brought the crowbar up and swung. The guy rolled out of the way at the last second and knocked Bob’s legs out from under him. Bob fell to the ground. 
The guy hopped up and raced across the parking lot. Charlie followed, driven by adrenaline, and a desire to do something good in Bob’s eyes by catching the bastard who tried to steal his truck.
“Stop!” Charlie yelled, as he got closer, emboldened by both the hammer in his fist, and knowing Bob would surely be beside him in a moment and help him deal with the punk.
Though Charlie couldn’t see anything beneath the hoodie, he could tell the guy was shorter and skinnier than him. So long as he didn’t have a gun — and Charlie didn’t see one — he figured he might have a chance to win a fight for once in his life. 
Charlie was almost close enough to grab the guy. He considered throwing the hammer at the back of the guy’s head, but didn’t want to slow down as he was almost ... catching ... up.
Just inches away, Charlie dropped the hammer, reached out with both hands and grabbed the hoodie, then yanked the guy back. They collided in a rough roll to the ground that lacerated Charlie’s arms and bruised his ribs and back, but he didn’t release his grip, and the two rolled until they’d come to a stop with the guy on top of Charlie. Only it wasn’t a guy, but rather, a young, black girl, close to his age, with short, curly hair and piercing, azure eyes.
He let go immediately. She stood, and their eyes locked in a tango of fear and survival. I’m not a threat, are you?
Just then, Charlie heard Bob’s thundering footsteps, then looked up to see him running up behind the girl, screaming with the crowbar raised.
“No!” Charlie screamed. The girl spun around just as the crowbar came down. It narrowly missed her head, but hit her hard in her right shoulder, sending her sprawling to the ground as she cried out.
Bob immediately brought the crowbar up again and was about to take another, surely lethal swing, when Charlie leaped at Bob, pushing him back, and sending the crowbar back where it bounced off the ground with a hollow metal thud.
“She’s just a kid!” Charlie yelled as Bob stumbled back, but didn’t fall.
Bob’s bloodshot eyes were crazy, his nostrils flaring. He was out of breath.
“She’s a kid, man. Relax,” Charlie gasped, leaning on his knees to catch his breath.
Bob’s eyes relaxed a bit and Charlie turned to the fallen girl, lying unconscious on the ground.
“Did I kill her?” Bob asked.
“I don’t think so,” Charlie said, leaning down to feel for a pulse.
Charlie wasn’t sure whether or not Bob was disappointed.
 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 11 — Brent Foster
 
 
Brent wasn’t sure how long he hid in the pitch black, waiting for a looming dread to fade from the apartment. Maybe 20 minutes. Probably two hours. Hard to tell in the dark and with nothing to count.
He wasn’t sure what he was hiding from, either, but something in his lizard brain made him run from the downstairs apartment. Something told him if he stayed, he’d die. He hadn’t even worked up the courage to look out his windows.
What did he see?
Though he couldn’t see the man on the street’s face well enough to see his expression, his run told Brent all he needed to know. The man was fleeing death.
Maybe the city had suffered a terrorist attack, and the man saw the bad guys coming. Or, Brent suddenly thought, perhaps the man had something to do with what happened and was running from the police or Army or whoever the hell was now in control of the city.
Brent had only recently moved to New York, so he was a tourist to 9/11, not a citizen. But he knew enough to know someone was surely out there evacuating people, searching for survivors, or both. He couldn’t expect someone to find him; he’d have to find them. And that meant leaving the building.
He went back into the living room, glanced out the window and down to the street below. The city, or what he could see of it, was a morgue. He went to the fridge and grabbed another water, sat on his couch, and put his feet up on the coffee table, where a framed photo of his family faced him.
They took the picture last Christmas, just in time for cards. Brent thought sending family photos for cards was smarmy, but Gina insisted. He wondered if it was something women did to compete with their friends to prove who really had a nicer-looking or happier family. All Brent saw in 90 percent of the photos were uncomfortable children and miserable spouses holding tight to a veneer of love. 
Merry Christmas, indeed.
He held the photo, eyes fixed on Ben’s joyous smile.
Brent hadn’t wanted kids, not really. The world was far too fucked for that. Ben was an accident. Gina’s plumbing made him a one in a million shot at best. Same as Ben’s odds when Gina was rushed to the hospital bleeding at seven and a half months.
Only then did Brent realize how much he’d come to love the thought of having a son, and let his cynicism face the light of hope. When the doctors came out to update him on the status of the emergency C-section and told him he had a son, he was nothing but tears.  And when he finally saw his son in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, his heart melted. Ben was their miracle. And for one not inclined to believe in miracles, that was no small statement.
Sitting there on the couch, Brent felt guiltier than ever about trading his family for work. 
He’d always wanted to be a reporter. When he landed a gig in New York, his dream came true. Sure, it wasn’t The Times, just The Apple Tribune, but still, he was in the heart of it all, covering features in the city of a million stories. But the newspaper business was dying: the Internet, evaporating advertising, and a cast and crew that couldn’t stop the bleeding. As the cuts came, he was always spared (so far), but it meant working that much harder to survive the next round.
He rarely saw his family.
It was a temporary sacrifice, he told himself, and a necessary one. He was working toward something, and getting there a word at a time. And he knew good writers, damned good writers, who were unemployed, hungry, and writing anything they could just to keep food in their fridge. 
And while he used to dream of the life of a newspaper writer in New York, as something close to being famous, or at least respected, the reality of his role was a slap in the face. Most people treated him like shit. Especially people who disagreed with the politics of his paper, something he had nothing to do with. He was a features guy, telling nice, little stories about the city and its eclectic denizens. 
But most people didn’t care. You work for the wrong paper, they treat you like a lying, thieving, evil bastard. And even when they didn’t hate him for the paper’s politics, they often bitched when he got some little facet of a story wrong, or more often, didn’t stick with the narrative they imagined the story would take. It never ceased to amaze him how many people would get bent out of shape or threaten lawsuits over a nice story!
Now, sitting alone with no idea where his family was, the vanity of his job was apparent. He was too busy trying to impress strangers and win their love, while neglecting his family who already loved him.
Brent pulled Stanley Train from his pocket, looked at the train’s big, goofy smile, and he felt his heart fade into an ache. Ben was gone. The thought that he might never play with his toy train again shattered Brent into tears.
 
**
 
Brent spent about half an hour feeling sorry for himself while fear ran rampant in his head. Then something swelled inside him. Anger. Anger at himself and his inaction. His family was out there — he hoped — and it was his job to find them.
He grabbed a backpack from his closet, filled it with food, drinks, and clothes, wrote his wife another note — this one saying he’d be back at midnight — and headed out the door. He left it unlocked since Gina left her keys inside. If someone broke in, let ‘em. Halfway down the hall, he raced back to his apartment, grabbed the framed photo from the couch, put it in his backpack, and headed out into the city.
First, though, he’d need a gun. He found one in the fourth apartment he kicked in. A revolver with a box of bullets. He’d fired a gun twice at a range, but never owned one. No matter, he knew enough to be dangerous.
He stepped out of his apartment building and onto the street. The air was cool, and a fog was rolling in, like a wooly icing atop the haunted hallways of the abandoned, concrete empire. Brent couldn’t smell any smoke, or anything out of the ordinary. A good sign, he guessed.
He stared off in the same direction as the man had been staring before losing his shit, but saw nothing odd. Well, no odder than the ghost streets, and buildings getting swallowed by the fog descending on the city. The fog was different than normal, though Brent couldn’t quite place what the difference was. 
He crossed the four lanes of West End Avenue to the apartment building the man had ducked into. It was roughly the same size as his, 15 stories tall. He wasn’t sure how he’d find the guy, or if he’d be dangerous, but Brent had to establish contact with the only person he’d seen.
When he reached the double doors that would normally be locked or tended by a doorman, he noticed that one of the two windows was shattered. Glass covered the red doormat inside. Brent put his hand on the gun tucked inside his jacket and stepped through the doorway. Glass crunched beneath his sneakers. The lobby desk was deserted, and the elevators were dead, which meant he had to take the stairs and begin his ascent.
The stairwell was dimly lit by emergency lights. His footsteps echoed off the walls. He didn’t bother with stealth. He hoped the guy, if he were still around, would show himself so Brent wouldn’t have to search the whole damned building.
Brent got his wish as he opened the door to the second-floor landing and came face to face with a pistol. On the other end of the gun, a wild-haired, disheveled, skinny guy in his late 40s or early 50s wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses. Brent’s hand held his gun tight in his pocket, but made no move to reveal it. Instead, he aimed it at the guy, through his jacket.
“Anyone see you come in here?” 
Brent shook his head, “No, I don’t think so. I didn’t see anyone out there.”
“Who sent you?” the guy asked, his voice tuned to nervous.
“Nobody, my name is Brent Foster, I live across the street. I’m looking for my family.”
“Brent Foster?” the guy said, his eyes darting up for a moment, accessing memory. “Brent Foster who writes for the Tribune?”
Great, the moment he’d always hoped would never happen. Some wacko with a gun recognizing him as a reporter. Hope he’s a fan.
“Yes,” Brent said, reluctantly, bracing for reaction.
The guy lowered the gun, and a broad smile crossed his face.
“Stanley Byrd, but you can call me Stan. I’m a big fan of your work, sir.” the guy said, putting the gun awkwardly in a jacket that was about 20 years out of fashion.
Brent let go of his own gun and shook Stan’s clammy hand.
“What have you heard? Did you see anything?”
“Nothing,” Brent said, “I woke up, and my wife and son were gone. And apparently, the whole damned apartment building, and everyone on the streets is gone, too.”
“Yeah, the whole city is gone, but not just the city.” Stan said with the certainty of someone who took such things in stride. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Come, come, I want to introduce you to some people,” Stan said, turning and heading down the hall. “I can’t believe you’re here. I read that story you did on the blind jazz guy who plays in the subways to put his son through college. Goddamn, that was beautiful stuff.”
“Thanks,” Brent said, following, hand in his jacket. Just in case.
Stan brought him to the last apartment in the hallway, knocked three times, paused, then knocked twice, paused again, then two more quick knocks.
Bolts, several of them by the sounds of it, unbolted, and the door opened. A bald, buffed, stone-faced Hispanic in a tight, black tee greeted them, arms drowning in ink. He nodded and let them in.
All charm, this one.
Sitting on a sofa even older than Stan’s clothes, was a blonde-haired woman in her early 40s or so. She reminded Brent of a doctor or scientist, and he was rarely wrong when judging people by appearance. Stan was nuts, muscles was angry, and the lady, well, she was probably the brains of the bunch.
Muscles locked the door, and Stan introduced everyone.
“Everyone, this is Brent Foster, from the Tribune. Brent, this is Luis Torres, who lives five floors up. And this is Melora Mitchell, who lives in your building, actually.”
Luis nodded. Melora stood up and reached out to shake Brent’s hand. Her hand was cold, thin. She retreated quickly — or perhaps Brent was just imagining things — as if she were aware of Brent’s judgment of her hand’s temperature.
“Have a seat, Brent,” Stan said.
Brent took a seat in one of two recliners across from the couch. Stan took the other, while Luis stood up, arms crossed.
“We didn’t think we’d find another,” Melora said. “How long have you been having the dream?”
Brent didn’t have a chance to ask what she was talking about.
“Where were you at 2:15 a.m.?” Stan asked. It seemed as if he were waiting for a specific response to the time.
“In bed. Why?”
“What do you remember?”
“Nothing. I went to bed dog-ass tired, woke up this morning with a headache, and the world was gone. Why are you asking me about that time?”
“Because that’s when The Collapse first started.”
“What do you mean, Collapse?” Brent asked, glancing now at Melora to see if she were also buying into Stan’s weirdo speak. Her face was all business.
“At 2:15 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, nearly 99.9 percent of the population of the planet vanished. Gone, poof, into the unknown.”
“What are you talking about?” Brent asked, now glancing at Luis, also stone-faced.
“We’re calling it The Collapse. And we’ve known it was going to happen for years.”
Brent stayed silent. He was certain his expression was louder than words, anyway.
“The four of us have been dreaming of this day and hour since we were children. We found one another five years ago on some message boards, and started researching this thing, trying to prepare. We even came up with a name for ourselves,” Stan said with a laugh, “We call ourselves the 215 Society.”
Okay, that’s it, I’m outta here. Brent began to think of a way to get the hell out of the room without offending Luis.
“We’re not crazy,” Melora said with a professorial smile. “We’ve been dreaming of this moment for most of our lives. Something in the dream told us that the world would be gone and we had to prepare.”
“Prepare? How?” Brent asked, his curiosity getting the better of him even if he was chasing delusion. It wouldn’t be the first time he entertained some loon with crazy, tin foil hat stories.
“Well, we never really knew, to be honest,” Stan said, “At first, we thought we were supposed to warn people. We tried that, but nobody listens to you when you say the world’s gonna end. And we didn’t want to lose our jobs or get thrown in the loony bin. So we kept mum, just trying to be ready in whatever ways we could.”
“Wait,” Brent said, looking around the room, and trying to see into the hall, which likely led to a single bedroom and bath. “You said there were four of you; where’s the fourth?”
“We haven’t seen her yet,” Melora said. “She was supposed to come here last night to wait with us. But she never showed.”
“So, you all stayed here for the end of the world? What happened at 2:15 a.m.?” Brent asked. “Did you see people vanish? Was there some big light from a UFO? Was God here? What happened?”
Melora smiled one of those smiles that someone gives you when they’re looking down on you. “You think we’re crazy, don’t you?”
“I don’t know what to think,” Brent said, “I’m just looking for my family and would like to know what the hell happened.”
“They’re gone,” Luis said from behind. “They’re all gone.”
Brent was getting pissed, but kept his attention on Melora as he spoke. “They’re not gone. I’m going to find them.”
“I’m afraid Luis is right,” Melora said. “Everyone is gone. Which is why I’m confused. You didn’t answer my question before. Have you not had the dreams, too?”
“No,” Brent said, standing. “I didn’t have any crazy dreams. I told you what happened, and now I’m going to go out to find my family. Thank you for your time and your . . . stories.”
Brent pushed his way past Luis, who didn’t bother to stop him.
“Wait,” Stan called out, his voice hyper. “There’s something you’ve gotta see.”
Brent was going to ignore him, just head the hell out of there, get back out on the street and leave Crazy Town. But again, his reporter’s curiosity tugged at him. Even if these people didn’t know what the hell was happening, he wanted to understand what they thought was going down. 
“What?” Brent asked, going to the kitchen where Stan and Melora were pulling something from a box. A small video recorder.
Stan handed it to Brent.
“Press play.”
He did.
The camera showed the time in the bottom right corner: 2:14 a.m. The scene was the room he was in now, except the chairs and couch were all moved aside, and the three 215ers were sitting on the floor talking.
“Should be any minute now,” Stan said in the video. 
Melora started to say something and then the power went out. 
The camera switched to night vision green and showed all three fall to the ground, unconscious. There was some static. Brent watched the screen, waiting for them to move, but they didn’t. They were out cold. If he didn’t know better, he’d think they dropped dead right there. 
“That’s it until an hour later, when we woke up,” Stan said. “Then we went out and drove around the city to confirm what we thought.”
“I drove around the city,” Luis corrected him.
“Yes,” Stan agreed. 
“Okay, so you recorded yourselves ‘passing out’ at the same time; what’s that supposed to prove?” Brent asked.
Melora reached into the box and pulled out another recorder. “This is the one we put in an apartment two doors down. One of several we placed in other apartments, I might add. Without anyone’s knowledge, of course.”
She handed it to Brent, and he pressed play.
The recording started at 2:14 a.m.
The scene was inside someone’s bedroom, a king-sized bed. The camera was already on night vision. Next to the bed, Brent saw a clock’s face that read 2:10. He could see the shapes of a man and woman in bed, the guy hogging the blankets, the woman curled against him. He could hear one of them snoring.
The alarm clock went black.
“That’s the power outage,” Melora said.
Brent kept watching. 
More static, this time accompanied by a five-second burst of a high-pitched whistle like a tea kettle if the tea kettle’s sound were filtered through a high-velocity fan.
And then something came into view of the camera and Brent jumped. The camera fell from his hands.
“What the fuck was that?!”
Stan, surprisingly agile, grabbed the camera before it hit the ground. He rewound it to where Brent had left off and handed it back.
Something that looked like a dark cloud had formed all at once over the bed, a swirling mass of slow-moving, smoky tendrils. Except it moved more like smoke in liquid form. Brent stared in horror as two long tentacles of darkness twisted and snaked down toward the sleeping bodies. Just as one of the tentacles crept toward the woman’s head, the image flickered.
More static and the high-pitched weird teakettle noise whistled for the longest five seconds of Brent’s entire life. The static cleared. When it did, the bed was empty. 
The time in the corner read 2:15 a.m.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 12 — Mary Olson
 
 
Desmond was a fun neighborhood mystery. Everyone loved to guess where he got his money. No one knew what he did, but everyone knew he had to be one of the best. His house, directly across the street from Mary’s, wasn’t larger than hers. But it was just as big and 10 times as impressive. You could tell that she was someone who was struggling to stay in such a grand home; he was likely living beneath his means.
Desmond rarely wore anything other than jeans and a simple shirt, but on him, everything looked custom tailored. Even jeans and tees. He always had new toys, including cars. And new women, or so rumor went. And the one time Mary had been inside his house, she left thinking it was the most beautiful interior she’d ever seen. And his garden inspired jealousy from everyone in the neighborhood. She’d dreamt of the garden more than once. 
Mary had known a few guys who could mint money, all of them assholes. Desmond wasn’t. He was a good guy with a great sense of humor, though he spent most of the time quiet, at least at the neighborhood gatherings. He had honest eyes and was a great listener; rarely broke eye contact and usually waited his turn to speak. When he spoke, people listened. 
“What do you mean the world is dead?”  John asked. 
“Exactly that. May not be the entire world, but St. Louis is gone for sure. If there’s a rest of the world, we need to get to it now.”
“People are missing, or do you mean the town itself?”
“A little of both,” Desmond said. “All the people, definitely. But a lot of the town, too.”
“How do you know?” John’s bottom lip started to dance. 
“Because I’ve been driving the city since 3:30 this morning. It’s a ghost town, and I can’t get a signal from anywhere in the world. If I can’t get a signal, no one in this city can.”
Jimmy lost his tongue for the first time in years. 
Mary said, “What do you think we should do?”
“Pack some supplies; we’re gonna head southwest to Fort Leonard Wood. If the world’s gone to shit, you can bet the Army base is the best place to be.”
Jimmy’s tongue came back. “What if the Army is gone?”
John stepped in front of Jimmy. “I’m not going. I’m waiting for Jenny here.”
Desmond said, “Jenny’s gone.”
“She’ll be back.” 
A sadness shuddered through the tiny circle. Desmond put his hand on John’s shoulder. “We’ll be safer together. And have a better chance at finding Jenny.”
Jimmy agreed. “Yeah man, better together.”
Mary turned to John. “I know how you feel. But right now, we don’t know what’s happened or what that means for tomorrow. All we know is, yesterday’s gone. Whatever happened, we were hit hard. If our numbers were cut, then every number matters. We need to stick together and figure out what’s going on.”
John was silent. Desmond thanked Mary with his eyes then opened his mouth. “I suggest we’re packed and ready to hit the road hard in 30. Take only what you know you need. No computers or large items. I only have so much room in the cargo van for our supplies. We can also use the Escalade.”
John said, “I’ll go. We can take my Suburban. Just cleaned it yesterday.”
Desmond smiled. “Okay then, let’s hustle. Everyone back here in 30.”
“Why the hurry?” Jimmy wasn’t being flip, just wanted to know. “Looks like we’ve got all the time in the world.” 
A shadow smudged Desmond’s face. “Time might not mean what it used to. But if the sky is falling, every minute matters.” 
Mary and Paola went back into the house. Paola ran upstairs to pack clothes; Mary stayed downstairs in the kitchen tossing a medley of foods into two, 30-gallon trash bags. She packed all the dries, then made a cooler of perishables and set it by the front door beside the two plastic bags. 
Paola met her mom at the front door with two suitcases, stuffed with Mary’s favorite jeans, cammies, and sweaters, with 15 minutes to spare. 
“Anything else?” 
Paola was sweet this morning. And it was early. 
“Not sure. Other than are we dreaming, is this real, or any other way of saying, this can’t be happening. Most of all I just want to know you’re okay. Are you?” 
Paola smiled. “Would it be weird if I said yes?”
“A little,” Mary hugged her daughter and laughed. “But you’ve always been a little weird and a lot tough!”
“Mom?”
“Yeah?”
“What do you think happened?”
Mary had no idea and couldn’t possibly guess. “I don’t know, but I think we’ll be okay. That feels right. And you know I’d tell you if it didn’t. Whatever happened, we’re okay. That has to be enough for us right now, got it?”
Paola gave her mom her hand. “Pinky promise.” 
Mary wrapped her pinky around Paola’s. They spent several minutes rocking back and forth, then opened the door to the sudden future waiting outside. 
 
**
 
Desmond’s cargo van was nice but nondescript from the outside. New, tall, and shiny. Black. The back doors were open. Mary saw custom cabinets and shelving inside, sitting beside a small bank of computers, every screen black. Her face must have looked louder than she thought.
“I’m not crazy,” Desmond laughed. “I’m just always prepared and can afford to do it well. Come on, let’s get packed.” He took the bags from Mary and Paola and loaded them into the van.
“Mind if I take a look?” Mary asked. 
“By all means,” Desmond stood behind the swinging door and bowed his head.     
Mary climbed in and started opening cabinets. They were packed with an end-of-the-world picnic: juice, dried fruits, condensed milk, canned meats, peanut butter, jelly, crackers, granola bars, baby food, coffee, tea, hard candy, cereal, salt, pepper, sugar. There was a giant first aid kit, the biggest Mary had ever seen, a portable toilet, light sticks, a stack of 5-gallon buckets, plastic trash bags, bleach, a disaster supply kit, and tons of water, though it looked like it would run out quick.
Mary looked at her two plastic bags and felt like she was watering her lawn while looking at Desmond’s copper piping. 
“One more,” Desmond said, straining to lift a small footlocker into the van. A padlock secured the lock.
“What’s in there?” Mary asked, even though she anticipated the response.
“Guns,” Desmond said matter-of-factly.
“Who’s riding with me?” John opened the door to his Suburban and climbed in. Mary and Paola climbed in back. 
“I’ll go with Desmond,” Jimmy said. 
Desmond shook his head. “You should ride in the Suburban. I’ll hit the front line.”
Jimmy didn’t disagree, just opened the passenger side of the Suburban and climbed inside.
The cargo van left Warson Woods. The Suburban followed.
 
**
 
The Suburban was a coffin of silence as its occupants surveyed the city beyond their neighborhood. 
It was gone. 
In its place, torn trees jutted up from the debris-strewn earth consisting of splintered remnants of houses, destroyed vehicles, broken glass, and paper. Lots and lots of paper, as if a million office buildings exploded, and paper rained from the sky, as if a super-tornado had wiped out miles and miles of the city. 
Paola burst into tears, and Mary hugged her tight. 
“What happened?”
“Jesus,” John said. “Everything is ... gone.”
Mary held Paola tightly, unable to think of anything to say that would soothe her this time. As they drove along, Mary saw that Jimmy, who had his face buried in a fantasy book, was starting to tear up. She turned away, so as not to embarrass him.
 
**
 
Fortunately, the on-ramp to the highway was intact and the streets remarkably, and eerily, were free of vehicles. If a mass exodus occurred, everyone either got out in time, or took other means of escape.
And the sky had a gauze. It made her think, opposite of Colorado, and that managed a smile. They’d driven nearly 20 minutes before the trees began to appear along the side of the road again. The tornado, or whatever it was, hadn’t reached this far. In another 15 minutes or so, they would reach the next major city. She hoped it was still standing.
As they drove in relative silence, something gnawed in Mary’s brain. Something she should either remember, or notice. That’s when it occurred to her — something was off about the trees. She realized what it was before Jimmy said a thing. 
“You hear them?” Jimmy turned to the back seat.
“Who?” Paola asked.
“The trees.” 
Paola did, though she hadn’t realized it until that moment. That they were able to hear anything from inside the cabin of the Suburban, let alone trees, confused her. That she and Jimmy agreed it was the trees they heard, even odder.
“Yeah,” Jimmy drummed his fingers on the dashboard, “they’re definitely talking.”
John turned his head to the right and raised an eyebrow. “The trees are talking? What are you smoking?”
“Nothing yet,” Jimmy laughed. He pulled a small Ziploc baggie from the inside of his jacket and opened it. The sweet, skunky scent of herb filled the Suburban. 
“What is that?” Paola asked. 
“Nothing,” Mary said. Then, after a second, “It’s marijuana.” 
“Oh,” Paola said. “It smells sorta good.” 
“Yes, it sorta does,” Mary laughed, then traced the memory of her and Ryan in their old days losing hours to the fog. 
“I don’t want that in my car,” John said, eyes on the road. 
“Relax, yo. It’s the end of the world. This might be the last baggie we ever gonna smoke... until we start planting it. Until then, I’m willing to share. You have the car, I bring the weed. It’s fair. Besides, what’re you worried about — getting a ticket?”
John didn’t care anyway, but the argument turned to vapor when they saw the cargo van slowing to a standstill. 
Desmond got out, and the temperature in the Suburban rose a degree. 
“I wish my brothers were here,” Jimmy said. “Mom and Dad, too.” 
Mary and Paola exchanged the same knowing look: Everything was different, except that they were all that mattered. 
 
**
 
Desmond was looking down, his right hand raised at the Suburban in a silent stop. “What should we do?” Paola said. 
“Nothing yet,” Mary said, then, “Stay inside.” 
“I’m going to take a look.” John put the Suburban in park, then climbed outside and headed for Desmond. 
“Yee-haw. Me, too.” Jimmy opened his door and hit the concrete. John and Jimmy were just shy of Desmond when Paola opened the door and ran past the boys, in front of Desmond, then face first into a scream. 
Desmond pulled Paola back, already hysterical. Mary rushed to her daughter. In front of the van, Mary saw what caused her daughter to shriek. It was all she could do not to follow suit.
The twitching creature on the highway was human — mostly. Its face was pale-black, with bright, white balls of light pulsating under the glistening, mottled flesh. It had no mouth, eyes, or nose, and its legs were longer than they should’ve been. The body was moving, gasping in its death throes. 
The sky got ashy, and the twitcher started twitching more. As the sky grew darker, the thing’s jaw began to push out, stretching its head until a slash ripped horizontally above its jaw — forming a rudimentary mouth. From its newfound orifice, it gasped and groaned, as if trying to form words. 
Desmond stepped toward the creature, and turned to Mary, “Cover her eyes.”
Paola buried her face in her mother’s shoulder as Desmond aimed a pistol, a Glock, Mary believed, at the twitcher. 
“What are you doing?” John screamed, knocking his hand away.
Desmond lowered the gun, then turned to John with a glare, “You won’t be touching me when I’m aiming a loaded gun.” 
“He needs help. You can’t just kill whoever you want. None of us agree to that.”
Desmond raised the Glock and pulled the trigger. Twice. The light in the creature’s body seemed to flicker just before its head exploded in gore. Then, the lights went out, and its body went limp and still.
The shot sounded like a rolling detonation as it caromed across the emptiness. 
“This is the Apocalypse, not a democracy,” Desmond said, “Let’s go.” 
Desmond got back in the van and drove around the body without another word. 
 
**
 
Nothing but silence in the Suburban for several minutes. Mary wondered what Desmond knew that he wasn’t telling anyone else. 
Sure, people had vanished, and an entire town wiped off the planet, but who said anything about an Apocalypse? There was no way to know how far spread this event was. No reason not to think that once they reached the Army base, they’d be transported somewhere where everything was still normal.
Apocalypse?
As much as she wanted to believe her hopes, something told her she was wrong, that Desmond was right, and everything had indeed changed. Forever. 
She wanted to cry, too, but she had to be strong for Paola. And for Jimmy, to an extent. Though he was practically an adult, so much about him was still a child. An orphan.
“Where do you think everyone is?” Jimmy asked, breaking the silence.
“I dunno,” Mary said. “I’m thinking of some sort of evacuation or something.”
“No,” John said, “I mean, maybe if everyone from the same homes were gone. But my wife is gone, Jimmy’s family is gone. There’s no way the Army or anyone would be able to evacuate half of a family without waking the others. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Maybe they were all Raptured?” Paola offered. “God called all the believers home?”
“That’s all bullshit make believe,” Jimmy said, “And besides, if there was a heaven, no fu ... friggin’ way my dad was on the list. Believe you, me.”
“Maybe aliens?” Paola said.
Jimmy thought on that for a moment. “Now thatI wouldn’t rule out. Though, that would be an awful lot of UFOs to take all those people away.”
“Maybe they didn’t take them away?” Paola countered. “Maybe they just killed everyone.”
Mary flinched, catching a look from John. She made an “I’m sorry” face, and his expression changed from scorn to understanding.
“Let’s change the subject, huh? Why don’t we talk about ... I dunno, you all pick a topic.”
Before they picked a topic, John slowed the Suburban. Desmond had stopped again, in the middle of a bridge, which ran maybe 50 yards, a few hundred feet above ground.
“Why’s he stopping here? We’re nowhere near Fort Leonard Wood.”
Desmond got out of the van and was looking up at the sky. And that’s when they saw them — birds. Lots of them, swarming and diving overhead to the river below. Desmond walked toward the guardrail and looked down, then turned back to the Suburban and held up a hand, telling the others to stay put.
Jimmy ignored the signal and jumped from the car. John followed. Mary looked at Paola and told her to stay put, she’d be right back. Surprisingly, Paola didn’t argue, and Mary stepped out of the car and joined the rest of the gang looking down over the guardrail.
As she drew closer, she noticed an overpowering, sickly-sweet smell that seemed somehow familiar, though she couldn’t quite place it. The sound of a river rushing beneath them was barely audible over the squawking of birds as they continued to circle and dive. 
John turned toward her and leaned over, vomiting on the road.
Jimmy and Desmond simply stared. Mary reached the guardrail, looked down below and immediately wished she’d stayed in the car.
Corpses filled the river, in the hundreds, if not thousands, bobbing up and down, floating like logs as birds feasted on their rotting flesh.
“Well, I think we know where all the people went,” Jimmy said, his face ashen.
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Chapter 1 — Charlie Wilkens
 
 
Oct. 15, 2011
Early evening
Jacksonville, Florida
 
 
It had been two hours, but the girl was still passed out in Charlie’s bed. He started to wonder if she had fallen into a coma — maybe she’d die.
He’d removed her hoodie when they first got home. She was wearing a charcoal tee underneath, and Charlie cut the sleeve from her shirt to dress the wound. It was more bruise than torn flesh, which was good because he didn’t think he’d be able to stitch someone. He didn’t understand why the girl was still out, but he also wasn’t in a hurry for her to wake. Because then he’d have to deal with her reaction to being abducted, which could get violent.
He kept flashing back to that moment when they’d fallen in the shopping plaza parking lot, and he first realized she was a girl and not some dude looking to jack their truck. Something in her eyes said she wasn’t a threat. But what was she doing in the store? The doors were locked when he and Bob arrived, so she must’ve followed them in for some reason. But why? 
If her goal was to take the truck, she could have done that without going into the store. Hell, she could’ve taken anything with four wheels; the streets were plenty full. Then again, he guessed she could have entered the store through a side door or service entrance.
He thought of her beautiful eyes again. He only knew a handful of black girls, and none with blue eyes. Bob searched her for ID, but came up empty. While he had thought she was close to his age, closer inspection put her closer to 20. 
“Who are you?” Charlie asked, neither expecting, nor getting, a response.
The light outside, bleeding through the thick and slightly-parted curtain, was starting to dim. It would be night soon. It wouldn’t be long before they’d have to switch to some of the battery-operated lamps they’d lifted from the store. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if she didn’t wake soon. If he went to sleep and wasn’t awake when she came to, she might freak. He wasn’t worried that she’d hurt him, even though it was a distinct possibility. His main concern was that Bob would see her as a threat and put a bullet in her before Charlie could calm the situation.
Charlie stared at the shape of her breasts beneath her T-shirt. They were on the small side, but still quite nice. He had resisted the urge to “accidentally” brush against them when they were carrying her to his bed, then again when he was dressing her wounds, even though Bob made some sort of joke about Charlie keeping himself a “little, chocolate sex slave.”
What an asshole.
As he kept watch over the girl, Bob stayed in the living room drinking his beer. Not Natty-Light, either. He’d looted good shit. Beside him, on the couch, a shotgun. Usually, he’d watch TV as he got good and drunk. Without TV, Charlie wondered what Bob would do for entertainment. He didn’t strike Charlie as much of a reader.
He hoped Bob didn’t plan to continue using him as a dartboard for his amusement. He didn’t mind pretending to drink and burp to keep Bob in good humor, but he wasn’t Bob’s court jester, and wasn’t willing to play one in front of a girl. But if Charlie’s history with bullies had taught him anything, it was that bullies loved to humiliate others. An audience was just fuel to a fire.
Bob was originally going to abandon the girl to die in the parking lot, but Charlie begged him to show compassion. They couldn’t just leave someone — especially a girl — behind to die. 
“Well, she’s your responsibility,” Bob said as if she were a stray mutt. “But if she gets outta line, I’m putting her to sleep again, and she ain’t waking up.”
Charlie hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He had no idea what they’d do with the girl once she came to. Obviously, he’d see if she had any friends or family. If not, he’d probably invite her to stay until things got sorted. Whether Bob would go for that was another story.
He stared as she slept. Her eyes were rolling beneath their lids, deep in dreams. The room grew colder as the sun started to set. He pulled a blanket over her and lay on the floor to rest his eyes.
 
**
 
“Where am I?” the girl groaned.
Charlie’s eyes snapped open, and he sat up. The room was pitch-black. He’d slept too long. Why the hell hadn’t Bob woken him? 
Must be passed out drunk again.
Charlie fumbled in the dark until his hands found the portable lamp and clicked it on. She was crouched on the bed, ready to pounce but blinded by the light. Charlie pulled the lamp back and lit his face. 
“It’s okay; you were hurt.”
Her eyes darted to the closed door then back at Charlie, weighing her next move. He stepped between her and the door, praying she wouldn’t run, wake Bob, and end up with a bullet or two inside her head.
“Please, hear me out,” Charlie whispered, “My drunken stepdad thought you were a thief and hit you with the crowbar before seeing you were a girl. I’m so sorry.”
“A girl can’t be a thief?” she said, eyes blazing, almost challenging him.
“No, I mean, yeah, they can be, but … ”
“It’s okay,” she said, relaxing a bit and sitting on the bed. “Did you do this?” she asked, running a hand over her bandaged right shoulder.
“Yeah, though I’m not sure I helped much.”
She pulled the bandage aside without flinching, then looked at Charlie. “Where am I? How long was I out?”
“My house; on Charleston Street. We didn’t want to leave you alone. And I’m not sure what time it is, but it’s been at least five or six hours.”
She closed her eyes and looked like she was going to add an encore to her original fade to black. But she took a deep breath and steadied herself, then opened her eyes again.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, “You okay?”
“I dunno,” she said. “I have these horrible headaches that make me black out every now and then. Doctors don’t know why. They think it’s probably migraines.”
“I thought you were in a coma,” Charlie said.
“Where’s the dude that hit me?”
“I’m guessing he’s passed out, drunk.”
“Okay,” she said, standing, flinching a bit as she did. “I need to get out of here before he comes to.”
“Why?” Charlie asked, “He’s not gonna hurt you again. I told him to back off.” 
She stared at him, “Was that before or after he knocked me out?”
“After,” Charlie said, looking down, “But you’re safe now.”
“No, I’m not. And neither are you.”
“What?” Charlie asked.
“You’re not safe here. Neither of us are. We need to get the hell out of here before they come.”
“Who?”
“The ones that took everyone away,” she said.
“What do you mean?” 
“We weren’t supposed to survive,” she said, “They’re gonna come back for us. Just like they came for my neighbor.”
“Wait, you saw them? Who took the people away?”
“Not when it happened, no. But I saw them today. They attacked my neighbor right in front of me.”
Her eyes were wet, as if she might cry, but she continued.
“My neighbor Tom was outside loading his car with supplies. We were gonna drive until we found other survivors. I was in his living room, filling the last of the duffel bags with supplies when I heard him scream. I looked out the window and that’s when I saw them. These … things. They were like people, but like … undone or something. One of them was missing eyes, and the other was missing a mouth. And they just started attacking him, and … one was eating him while the one without a mouth was shoving Tom’s guts all over the front of his face where his mouth should’ve been.”
She paused, “Did you hear that?”
Charlie looked around, “What?”
She leaped on him, falling on top of him. At first, he thought she was attacking him, but she was after the lantern. She clicked it off, threw the room into darkness, and slapped a cool hand over his warm mouth.
“Shhh. Can you hear that?”
He did — a clicking sound, faint, but constant, just outside his bedroom window. He glanced at the curtain, but it was closed, mercifully.
“They’re here,” she whispered.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 2 — Brent Foster
 
Oct. 15, 2011
Afternoon
New York City
 
 
Brent couldn’t stop watching the video.
One minute the couple was in bed, sound asleep. The next, an impossible, smoky-looking liquid cloud appeared from nowhere, killed the video and filled the screen with static. And then the sleepers disappeared — vanished, vaporized, gone.
Stan, as requested, showed him three other videos they’d recorded in their neighbors’ apartments. Each video showed the same song, different tune. 
“What is it?” Brent asked.
“We have no idea,” Melora said. “Though we suspect it’s extraterrestrial, and that the dreams we’ve shared the past few decades were some sort of alien broadcast meant for us.”
Brent shook his head, trying to shake the thought of the black, liquid cloud hovering above his wife and child, desperately wanting to ignore the lunacy. Yet, without a better explanation for where everyone except them had evaporated to at 2:15 a.m. the night before, he clearly had little choice but to play along.
“Why us? Why didn’t they take us?” Brent asked. “Why would they take a ... ” he wanted to finish the sentence, but fell short at the word child, as though murdering the word would take the reality with it. He HAD to believe Gina and Ben were out there, somewhere.
“There have to be others,” Brent said, glancing at the self-proclaimed 215 Society. “I mean, you all had the dreams, so yeah, you’re still here. But I didn’t. And I’m here, too. So there must be something else which kept me around. Something which may have kept others, too?”
“You probably don’t remember your dreams,” Melora said, the professor’s tone starting to piss off Brent. “In fact, most people only remember a small percentage of their actual dreams. Isn’t it possible you had the dreams and don’t remember?”
“Nah,” Luis said, “He’d have to remember at least one of them, right? Maybe there are others out there like he says. Makes sense.”
Brent nodded as if endorsement built the road to reality.
“Even if there are others,” Melora said, in her parochial voice, “it’s safe to assume his family isn’t among them, or else they would have been in his house this morning.”
Brent stared at her. Her face was blank, clinically detached from her words. He was pretty good at guessing people’s histories, what made them the way they were. Melora, however, was beyond him. He felt like punching some color into the pasty white of her face. 
Brent suddenly remembered seeing one of them on the street. “Wait a second. Was one of you out on the street earlier? Wearing a dark jacket and a hat?”
“Yeah,” Luis said, “why?”
“You saw something. I saw you looking north with your binoculars, then you ran. What was it; what did you see?”
“You don’t want to know,” Luis said, taking a sudden interest in his boots.
“We may as well tell him,” Melora said, “He’s going to find out sooner or later.”
Luis shook his head, as if delivering this news was more painful to him than it would be to Brent. The sensitivity seemed a bit odd coming from such a muscle-bound tough guy.
“Tell me,” Brent asked more than said.
“You sure you wanna know? I mean, you might have a wife and child out there and when I tell you this, you’re gonna wanna go after them.”
“Tell me.”
“You’re right on one thing ... we’re not alone. There’s something else out there. These ... things. Not quite human, but not quite anything I’ve ever seen either. Maybe aliens, I dunno. I saw a few of them when I was driving around the city before the sun came up. They look like people, if you stretched them out and burned them black, then dumped them in some kinda gel. And they move all weird and shit. When I drove past, a few of them chased after me. And they were faster than any human I ever saw.”
“And you saw one out on our street?” Brent asked, shaking his head, as if it would help him digest the impossible.
“More than one,” Luis said, “A whole mess of ‘em. They looked like they were searching for something or someone. Maybe to come and get the ones who had been left behind.”
Brent stared at Luis, his mind reeling. 
“I’ve gotta go out there. I will find my family. I feel it in my gut.”
“That’s hope you’re feeling,” Melora said, “but it’s not informed by fact. And chasing hope is an empty pursuit.”
Brent glared at her, wondering if it was still never okay to hit a woman, even at the end of the world.
“So, what? I’m just supposed to give up? Hole away in an apartment and hide day and night while my family might be out there and in danger? Then what? What’s the plan after that, huh?”
“We don’t have one,” Luis said.
Brent thought the comment almost sounded like a criticism of the group, then Melora threw Luis a dirty look that confirmed it.
“Listen,” Stan said, trying to make peace, “We’re as much in the dark here as you are. Sure, we have theories and ideas, but we don’t know what’s next, what’s out there, or where anyone went. If you want to check it out, I understand. Really, I do. But I think Melora is right about your family. You saw the video. You saw the people vanish.”
“Yeah, but we don’t know where they went, right? I mean, when people vanish, they go somewhere, right? You can’t just make matter disappear without a trace. We haven’t found any bodies or mysterious piles of ash or anything, correct?”
“No,” Melora said. “The beds are all empty. No trace of anything.”
“So,” Brent continued, his hands were everywhere as he worked through the ideas taking shape in his head. “All we know is that all the people went somewhere. But we don’t know where. Which means they might still be in the city somewhere.”
“Or in spaceships,” Stan suggested.
“Maybe,” Brent gave him that, “But if that’s the case, maybe we’ll see them. Or maybe the aliens will come and take us, too, and we’ll be reunited. Did any of you lose anyone last night?”
“I did,” Luis said, “My little girl, Gracie. She’s 7.”
“And do you really want to sit here and do nothing?”
Luis looked at the others then shook his head no.
“You’re talking millions of people,” Melora said, “The odds of millions of people being somewhere in the city ... no. That doesn’t make sense. I’m more inclined to believe they all got called to heaven in a Rapture, than walking around the city or being held somewhere by aliens. And I’m an atheist.”
“I don’t think they were Raptured,” Brent said, “And maybe they are in UFOs, for all we know. But sitting here isn’t going to answer any questions. I’m going out there. And if any of you wants to come, I’d love the help. Otherwise, I’m going solo.”
“What about those things?” Stan asked, his voice shaky, “What do we do if we run into them? How do we fight?”
“I don’t know,” Brent said, “But I’d rather go down fighting than cower in here waiting to die.” He headed toward the door, then turned back midway and said, “You don’t have to stay here and wait for fate to find you.”
“I’ll go,” Luis said, “We just need to go to my place and grab some shit.”
“Anyone else?” Brent asked.
Stan said nothing, but looked at Melora for direction.
“There’s nothing out there for me,” she said. “I wish you luck. And when you give up, our door is open to you both. We have enough supplies to last a long while, and we’re happy to share with you.”
“Thank you,” Brent said, “And good luck.”
“I’ll keep in touch with you all via the two-way radios,” Luis said. “Turn them on every half hour, and I’ll do the same. Anything happens, anything at all, we contact the others.”
“Good luck,” Stan said, shaking both men’s hands.
“Be careful,” Melora said.
 
**
 
Upstairs, Luis grabbed a black duffel bag full of supplies, most of which were of the shooting variety.
“You any good with a firearm?” Luis asked as they walked down the stairwell to his car outside. 
“Eh,” a regular gun, maybe, not those submachine guns. “You?”
Luis smiled, “Those two up there, they say they’ve been preparing for this day, but neither one of ‘em ever really got ready to fight. I did nothing but prepare to fight for the past 10 years. I’m ready for anything and everything, and all of it at once.”
Brent found himself liking his new friend. A lot.
 
**
 
The fog had descended, blanketing the street and reducing visibility to less than 20 yards. The New York streets had fallen mute for the first time in centuries. Every step echoed not just off the buildings, but off the fog as well. They climbed into Luis’s car, a black BMW.
“This should keep us somewhat safe,” he said proudly. “Polycarbonate sandwiched between two panes of glass for the windows, and ballistic steel armor on the body. As close to bulletproof as you can get without being in the belly of a tank.”
“But,” Brent said, “Can it keep out whatever the fuck was in those videos?”
“The company I ordered this from was fresh outta alien-proof materials.”
Brent laughed as Luis put the car in gear and hit the gas.
“Where are we going?”
“Gonna look around, see what’s doing. See if we can find our families and wipe that look offa Melora’s face.” 
Brent was surprised by how hard he laughed. 
 
**
 
If the streets were eerie when empty, the fog took them close to terrifying. It hung thinner on the ground, giving limited visibility. But above the streets, the fog swirled in thick clouds that seemed to swallow buildings like a sentient being. Though the city had never seemed less populated, nor the streets more wide open, Brent felt an intense claustrophobia, as though the fog held unseen mass that might crush them at any moment.
After minutes of silence, Brent had to fill the cabin with idle chatter to distract his mind from the looming danger above.  
“Is it just you and your daughter?” 
“Yeah” Luis said, “My old lady died last year. Cancer.”
“Oh shit, I’m sorry,” Brent said. He never knew what to say when someone mentioned death. And he always felt like “sorry” was one of the worst things you could say. It was so ... trite. Yet, he could never think of anything better. He’d tried other phrases, like “sorry for your loss,” but that felt like a cheesy cop show line, even if it was slightly better than “sorry.” If he were being honest, he’d simply say, “that sucks,” because death truly did exactly that. But “that sucks” seemed almost flippant. So, he always fell to the old uncomfortable standby, “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Luis said.
And they always say that, too. ‘It’s okay.’ No, it’s NOT okay. It’s never fucking okay.
“I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Brent began, “But if you’d been having these dreams, and you knew some shit was gonna go down, and were even preparing for it, why did you settle down and start a family?”
“Way I see it, we have a limited amount of time on the planet, right? I just happened to know how limited mine might be. You can spend your time fearing inevitable death, I mean, shit, we’re all gonna die, right? Or you can make the most of the time you’ve got. Live the fuck outta those years! Do everything you can. Live, learn, laugh, love. Dance like no one’s watching, you know, all that shit.”
Brent smiled.
“Though, to be honest, I didn’t intend to have Gracie. She just kinda came along. And that shit weighed on me, knowing we’d brought a child into this world for such a limited time. It seemed so fucked up. But what was I gonna do?”
“Did you tell your family about the dreams? I mean, how did you prepare? What did you do last night with Gracie?”
“No, I didn’t tell my wife. I wanted to a million times, but she had her own shit to deal with. She’d had cancer as a teen and it was in remission for years. I don’t know if stuff like worry can cause cancer to come back, but I always felt like it sure as hell couldn’t help. So, I tried to make things as easy as I could for her, make sure cancer never came back. But, as it turned out, shit came back anyway.”
Luis’ jaw clenched on some misery just beneath the surface, but he kept talking. 
“Last night, I thought about telling Gracie, but I didn’t want to scare her. So, I took her out of school for the day, and we went to the park, saw a movie, and had dinner and ice cream. All her favorite stuff. When we got home, I read to her. And we made a tent in the living room with blankets and couch cushions, and then went camping. We talked for hours. I asked her stuff I’d never thought to ask her before, so I could really know her. I asked her about her earliest memories, what she wanted to be when she got older ... ”
At this, Luis paused, blinking back the tears.
“It was a magical night. She fell to sleep on my chest. I remembered thinking I had to go to the bathroom, but I passed out. I wasn’t going to meet the others last night, but I was wide awake, and I thought maybe there would be safety in numbers or something, so I brought Gracie over and let her sleep on the couch. She slept the entire time. And then 2:15 hit. I woke up, and she was gone.”
“Jesus,” Brent said, not knowing a single word worthy enough to follow, except maybe “Christ.”
“Now here’s the thing I didn’t tell the others,” Luis said, turning to Brent, eyes red. “They’d all been dreaming about the whole world disappearing and the four of our group surviving, right? Well, I had, too. Until a few weeks ago when the dreams started to change.”
Brent was only vaguely aware of the white, blurred world outside the car.
“In my dreams, we didn’t survive. Nobody did.”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 3 — Mary Olson
 
 
Oct. 15, 2011
Afternoon
Somewhere in Missouri
 
 
The huddled survivors shrank from the railing, frozen with fear. 
Mary glanced at Paola, who had left the car despite her mother’s warning. Her daughter shouldn’t have to see this. They should be back home, arguing about her constant attitude and whether or not she could manage three days in a row without losing something new to the growing pile of contraband and consequences Mary had started to stockpile in the basement. 
But Paola had seen it, and was a bleached sheet because of it. So was Jimmy. John had already emptied a few gallons of his home-brewed ralph over the railing and into the river, but his insides must have been bottomless because he was still going strong. 
“They look so neat,” Jimmy said. 
“No,” Desmond was still staring at the bodies, “Not neat; stacked.”
And they did look stacked. The bodies had a barracks-like organization, lined in orderly rows the river’s current had yet to separate. John sent another liquid scream over the railing, but some of the chunky cargo caught wind, flying behind him and into Paola’s hair. Mary drew her daughter closer and pulled her hair into a loose ponytail. 
Everyone waited quietly while John finished throwing up. But it just kept going and going, stripping his organs by the sound of it. 
“She’s dead. Gone and slaughtered. Probably stacked somewhere just like this, maybe in that floating cemetery, or another just as awful.” John’s jaw had hardened. 
He looked more angry than sad, fierce even. Mary always thought John looked a little pretty and on the soft side of masculine, but now he looked mean. Like he could kill, maybe even like he wanted to. She wondered how long it would be before they all turned into the worst type of animals. Only thing separating man from beast was civilization, after all. Once that disappeared, they were little more than talking bears in a Saturday morning cartoon. 
“We’ll find her, man.” It sounded almost sweet, the way Jimmy nearly believed the sound of his voice. “We just have to start looking.”
John probably wouldn’t have yelled at Jimmy, but he couldn’t yell at Paola. She was too young. And someone had to get yelled at after Paola chimed, “It’s okay, sometimes you just have to believe.”
John stared at Paola for a long second, then pounced on Jimmy. “I don’t need any goddamned platitudes. We won’t just find her. HOW are we going to find her? At the next rest stop? Don’t you realize what’s happening? Everything is gone, and everyone is dead. And we’re next. This probably isn’t just here, it’s probably everywhere.” He reeled around to face Desmond. “You seem to know everything about everything. What do you think? Is this global?” 
Desmond chewed on the answer. “Yeah, I think whatever this is, it’s probably everywhere.” 
Jimmy’s brief spark of hopefulness was gone. Paola’s, too. Mary probably would’ve cracked, but she had to keep her fractured psyche fused for her daughter’s sake. John was already well beyond shattered; hollow, not quite there, a bit like the thing they had found twitching on the side of the road. 
“See,” John turned to the rest of them. “We’re all just days from dead, if we’re lucky.”
“That’s not what I said,” Desmond was firm, but his kind eyes met John’s and his right hand was resting on the grieving man’s shoulder. “But we need to go now if we want to play our odds.” 
“I want to be alone,” John said. “I’ll drive the van.”
Desmond shook his head and lowered his arm. “You can’t do that.” 
John clenched his teeth. “Why?”
“Because you’re distraught, and rightfully so, but that van has 100 percent of our supplies and weapons. Without our gear, we go from bad to worse, fast. Our cargo gives us a better chance of facing whatever’s out there. I’m really sorry for what you’re going through right now. I can’t even imagine, but you’ve gotta man up. That’s all there is to it.”
Desmond leaned in and spoke to John in a near whisper. Mary took the cue and led Paola and Jimmy back toward the Suburban. As the kids situated themselves, she watched the exchange between the men, trying to decipher what was being said, via body language alone.
After a few minutes, Desmond put an arm on John’s shoulder again, said something, and John met the man’s eyes, then nodded. John turned toward the car, and Mary hurried inside, trying to avoid getting caught spying.
John settled into the driver’s side and slapped his hand hard against the door. “Well then, let’s go.”
 
They drove in relative silence, everyone lost in their own charred, dark tumble of thoughts. Paola was likely thinking about her father, wondering if he maybe somehow survived. She’d asked Mary a few times, and each time Mary said they’d have to wait to find out, but he was probably fine. But right now, they had to travel with the others if they wanted to find safety and answers.
Whether Mary believed Ryan was alive was another story. It wasn’t impossible, especially if whatever had happened was only local. He lived a good 80 miles away, so it wasn’t as though they could run across the street to check on him. She knew how Paola felt. Despite her many issues with Ryan, she’d rather see him than anyone else in the world.
Mary had no idea what Jimmy was thinking, though he was probably taking a much needed respite from the usual adolescent fantasies that most often painted his brain. John’s thoughts were evident by the curl in his lip and the furrow on his brow. 
Mary wished she could see Desmond’s face. You could tell a lot about a person by watching them drive. So, it didn’t surprise her that Desmond wanted to drive alone. He was smart and charming, quite a guy really, but not the person she’d expect to lead a ragtag group of survivors to safety at the end of the world. Yet, he seemed well prepared, more than a guy like that should’ve been really. His level of prep went beyond hobby, bordering on compulsion. Maybe he wasn’t really who he said he was, not that he’d ever said much of anything in the first place. 
Desmond had tried to tell her how he made his money, on several occasions actually, but his many explanations made almost no sense, at least not to her. He spent all his time online, including a few hours each day on social media websites. She knew many people who spent countless hours on the Internet, but none of them were doing as well as Desmond. They certainly weren’t buying shiny, new models of precision German engineering every month from their efforts.
And what about the guns — who needed an entire trunk of them? Maybe that’s what happened when you got bored with regular toys and had more money than God, but it still seemed off. Yet, as weird as it was, she trusted Desmond. And she and Paola certainly owed their lives to his fortunate proximity. 
Mary tore from her thoughts when Jimmy started wondering out loud about the end of the world. “You think it was aliens?”
“No,” John said. He sounded far stronger than he had just 20 minutes before. “There are no ships in the sky or anything like that. It was probably some sort of poison. You watch too many movies.”
“Poison doesn’t make sense,” Jimmy shook his head. “Where did the bodies go? I mean, yeah there were lots in that river, but that can’t be all of them. That’s probably not even half a town’s worth. And poison doesn’t make stuff disappear. Look around, man. Everything’s just ... gone. Cars, too. Have you noticed how we keep seeing fewer and fewer? Where are they all going? I think they’re being moved, just like the bodies in the river.” 
Paola spoke up from the backseat. A small voice, but in no way timid. “Then that means there are bad guys, probably a lot of them.”
“She’s right,” Jimmy agreed. “Anyone who’s moving stuff or making it disappear would have to know what happened. And they would need some crazy technology to make it happen, which is why I’m putting my chips on aliens.” 
“You’re not old enough to lay your chips on anything,” John said. “Might be the Army; that wouldn’t surprise me at all. And if that’s the case, Desmond’s leading us down the highway in the worst possible direction.” 
“It’s not the Army.” Mary didn’t know how she knew, but it felt right and given her instincts, that meant it probably was. Besides, she didn’t like what John was insinuating about Desmond’s decision, or perhaps his intentions.
“We don’t know what’s going on.” John said. “It’s best to be prepared for anything, including an Army that’s also an enemy.”
“It’s a zombie outbreak, or maybe some weird inter-dimensional shit. Maybe something’s happening to time.” Jimmy had three theories in three seconds.
“Maybe it was nature,” again from Paola in the back seat. 
John took his eyes off the road and moved them to Paola. “What do you mean?”
“Well, maybe the planet is the bad guy, and it’s taking itself back from all the people. It’s not like the people have been very nice to it.” 
Silence filled the car as everyone considered Paola’s theory. It was her father speaking, Mary thought, thinking from an angle no one else saw, yet was somehow so tangibly practical. John was something of an environmentalist, or at least the kind who tried, so he seemed to be giving Paola’s idea some weight.
A thick silence lingered for a few minutes, interrupted by a slight rattle that sounded like it was coming from under the hood, followed by a heavy blanket of ... atmosphere, or something; a sudden weight — gravity growing thick and fattening the air around them.
“See,” Paola said. “The trees are mad.” 
Something stole the flush from John’s face. 
“You hear them now, don’t you?” Jimmy asked. 
John nodded. He could hear the trees, at least until they fell silent a moment later. The dense clusters started to thin. They passed a patch of twisting, blackened branches, then the green was suddenly, shockingly, all gone. 
Everything grew darker over the next few miles: the sky, the surroundings, the ground. The entire drive had seen the five of them sailing through the great big empty, but the long miles were nothing compared to the rather abrupt dead man’s walk now surrounding them. 
There was nothing — no trees, no cars, no people, no houses. Nothing but ashen ground and empty air. Corpses would’ve been a welcome sight over this. At least it would’ve been something. 
Everyone in the car was wondering the same thing: Was Missouri gone forever, and was this the tundra of their new, dead world? 
They drove for another few minutes in awed, toxic silence, wondering where everything had gone. Then they drove right into the answer. No words could describe the devastation before them. Storm, squall, tempest, tsunami — none would do. 
If the world had ended, it looked as though they’d surely found the center.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 4 — Luca Harding
 
 
Oct. 17, 2011
Morning
Somewhere in California
 
 
Luca woke up mostly happy, though he still felt slightly scared. The itchy burny was gone. It started to fade when he woke up and now almost felt nice. Warm all over, like being by the fire naked.
The invisible fire kept him from getting tired. It was his third day walking, yet Luca could still have easily played a full game of soccer, or several. He saw another dead dog on the side of the road, and his sad spiders started to crawl.
Luca shuddered, but didn’t stop his stride, or even slow. He missed his family, and the world. But he would find everyone soon. Probably as soon as he found the man who made the lobster tacos. Luca had been thinking about him a lot lately. Whenever he went to sleep, usually after he was finished talking to the Indian. 
Luca didn’t remember what the man who made the lobster tacos looked like, so his brain made up a brand new face. Now he was tall, taller than most people, but not quite as tall as his dad. The lobster man was older than his dad, though. His skinny body swam inside an extra large, lime-colored T-shirt. It billowed beneath his blue apron as it battled the beach wind that whipped around them. 
The taco man looked happy enough to play the good guy in a cartoon, and his smile was so nice it made Luca feel like he’d find his mom and dad as soon as he finished eating his taco. 
The spiders weren’t there because he missed his mom and dad, even though he did. They were there because so many of the animals had started to disappear. There had been hundreds, and though there were just as many now, the ones on the side of the road weren’t moving. And when they stopped moving, they got bugs all over their faces. Dog Vader, or Kick (as he preferred to be called even though Dog Vader was a much cooler name), was okay, but a lot of the other animals weren’t. And the bad numbers were getting too high to count.
Luca could’ve kept walking through the night last night, but the dark was terrible scary to walk in, especially when the animals didn’t move. Luca would walk until he couldn’t take it anymore, then he would stop on the beach side of the highway and sleep in the sand. The other side was too close to the terrible scary — the only thing that made Luca feel like he might never see his family again.
I don’t like the terrible scary. If Mom and Dad and Anna aren’t coming back, then they might be hiding deep inside the terrible scary. Animals stop moving forever once the bugs are on their faces. If Mom and Dad and Anna are deep inside the terrible scary, they’ll probably have bugs on their faces, too. 
 
Sleeping wasn’t too bad, though. Because that’s where he got to see his new friend. It only took seconds last night before he was out and talking to Dog Vader, who once again looked like an Indian. He wasn’t really an Indian; Luca knew that was un-possible. Dogs didn’t just turn into people. But talking to the Indian in his dream was the only way he could understand stuff, since Luca couldn’t speak barky, which is why Luca always wondered if he could really trust the husky’s thoughts in the daylight.
“Why are all the animals dying?” he asked.
The Indian had grown more outlandish each time Luca napped. He now wore a giant headdress, earrings that hung half as low as a Hula-hoop, and a necklace made from what looked like the teeth of a saber tooth tiger. He also held in his lap a giant red, plastic pipe with a white ring around the top. 
The Indian took a giant puff, then said, “They are not dying.”
Luca thought about the animals, both dead and alive, and how they all looked so strange. Like they weren’t really there, even though they were — equally un-possible. 
Luca wished the Indian wouldn’t use so much of the confusing talk. He was trying to think of a different way to ask the same question when a second ring of smoke curled through the air, followed by, “Dying closes a circle. The animals still move in a line.” 
More confusing talk. Luca didn’t care about shapes. He knew the animals were dying, plus he could see pieces of their realness missing. He wished the Indian would just tell him why, but sometimes he liked to answer questions Luca didn’t even ask.
“Where did the rainbows go?” Luca tried a totally different question, hoping the Indian wouldn’t use confusing talk in his answer. 
“They are there,” he said, “but you don’t need them like you did.” 
Luca would have asked another question but was suddenly eating a lobster taco and staring at the one smile that swore everything would be okay. He swallowed his taco and closed his eyes, then opened them to a beautiful sky that was the exact same blue as the bubblegum ice cream he wasn’t allowed to try until he turned 10. Because bubblegum ice cream was two digits worth of sweet, at least according to his dad. 
He rubbed his eyes and felt the invisible fire on his body. He was safe, even though the animals were all dying.
When Dad goes to the store and then comes back, that’s a circle. When Mom says, “Let’s go to the store together,” we are moving in a line.
Dog Vader wasn’t around when he woke in the morning, but Luca wasn’t worried. They always managed to find each other. Luca began to wonder where the husky had gone when he realized he hadn’t seen him in a whole lot of hours. It had to be close to lunch time, but Luca didn’t want to stop just yet and eat any of the food in his backpack.
He had to be getting close to Mexico because Luca saw one of those signs with the family running across the street. That meant they weren’t too much farther from the man with the lobster tacos.
Luca passed a cat with bugs on its face and felt an ouchy inside, but his attention wasn’t on the cat for long. He heard the husky’s unmistakable whine and saw Dog Vader a few yards up the road, nudging his nose against something on the ground. 
Luca was standing beside the dog, just as a man was starting to wake up. He opened his eyes slowly, then smiled, leaping to his feet at the sight of Luca. 
“It’s you!” 
Luca took a big step back. He was NEVER supposed to talk to strangers. NO, NO, G.I. Joe. But this was definitely an emergency, even if he wasn’t bleeding or vomiting. He needed help, and how else was he supposed to get it if he couldn’t ask? But there was a big problem. The man didn’t look like just any old stranger. 
He’s a jumbo stranger. If I talk to him, he might take me far, far away. He might even make me live inside the terrible scary, since that’s where he probably lives himself. 
The man kept jumping up and down. “It’s you, it’s you, HA, it’s finally you!” Luca looked past the scary, white hair and fixed his gaze on the man’s smile. It made Luca feel safe, just like the man’s large, lime-green T-shirt. The memory of lobster lingered on his tongue, and Luca took a small step toward the tall man.
Dog Vader whined. The stranger cleared his throat and ran his hands through a thick carpet’s worth of hair. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “It’s just so great to see someone else. Are you alone?”
Luca thought he should say probably no, but lying made his tummy feel terrible. “Yes.”
The tall man looked disappointed, though not at all surprised. He held his hand out to Luca. “I’m Will, Will Bishop.” 
Luca took his hand. “Luca, Luca Harding.” 
“Where’re you from, Luca?”
“Las Orillas.”
Will looked impressed. “You walked down here yourself?”
“Yeah, most of the way. I drove a little, but I had to stop because I didn’t like it when I crashed the car.” 
“Had a fender bender, eh? Well, looks like you made it out okay.” 
Luca didn’t want to tell him about the invisible magic that made him better. He wondered where Will was from. He looked a-lot-of homeless. More than just the few days’ worth since everyone went away. He also looked a little like Santa Claus, if he were skinnier and his beard was less bushy.
“Did you drive down here?” Luca asked.
“Nope. I live here.”
“Where?”
“Wherever I can.”
“You ARE homeless!”
Will laughed. “Well, you don’t have to sound so happy about it! Yeah, I’m homeless. And apparently, now so are you. But I have the edge since I’ve been doing it for a while. So, I say we stick together. Strength in numbers and all that. What do you think?” 
His hair is scary, but his smile is from the man with the tacos. 
“You recognize me, don’t you, Luca?” 
The boy nodded. 
“Well, I’d like to tell you a story.” 
Will sat and crossed his legs. “You’re a smart kid, Luca. And if we’re gonna travel together, I figure we’ve gotta start out right.” 
Luca sat in front of him with his hands in his lap. 
Will said, “I’ve been waiting for you. And I mean you specifically, not just anyone. And I haven’t been waiting just three days. It’s been nearly a year. That’s why I came down here to live in the first place.” 
Will rubbed his temples, chewed his lip, lowered his voice, then dropped to one knee, and looked Luca in the eye. “The world is gone, Luca. And it’s never coming back. I’ve known this was going to happen for a while. Told everyone I could, too. But that only made me lose everything I had, including a world’s worth of friends and colleagues, each one thinking I was batty. Of course, I’m the one who ended up with the beachfront property.” 
Will winked at Luca and leaned in closer. “You see, I’ve been having dreams since forever. Bigger than big dreams, really. You know, like a Beatles song. You do know the Beatles, right?” 
Luca nodded. 
“Well, these dreams are all packed with color. More color than what seems possible to see normally, even when your eyes are wide open. Crazy colors, too. But even though they’re all out of this world, the rest of the dream feels just as real as the school year. Well, Luca, in one of those dreams, several actually, I’ve been spending some time with you. Though I must say you look a lot different in person.” 
“What do I look like in the dream?”
Will studied Luca for a moment, “Different, that’s all. But your colors, they’re exactly the same.”
“What do you mean my colors?”
“Everyone is made up of sound and color. Sometimes, I can hear people’s sounds, but not all the time. But I can always see the colors.” 
“What do my colors look like?”
Will’s smile was all over his face. “They’re the most amazing colors I’ve ever seen! The sort of colors that might just make everything okay.” 
Will started to laugh so hard he came a little close to crying. His laughter slowed, then eventually stopped. He stood and said, “Come on; there’s a ton to tell you. We’ll get caught up on the way.” 
“I’m supposed to go there,” Luca pointed toward Mexico. 
“Nope,” Will shook his head, “You were just supposed to meet me. And now you have. It’s time to head east, and we’re not gonna want to waste a lot of time. Are you ready?”
Luca nodded. “Do you have a car, Mr. Bishop?”
“It’s Will, now and forever. And no, I don’t have a car. But I do have something better.” Will smiled and jerked his thumb toward a helicopter just sitting there in the middle of the sand.
First, though, they’d dine on some food. Not lobster tacos, to Luca’s disappointment, but rather some peanut butter sandwiches and water from the nearby gas station.
Dog Vader chowed down on people food because Luca wasn’t sure if Dog Vader was supposed to eat dog food or not. And he didn’t want to insult him.
Luca thought about telling Will about Dog Vader’s Indian side and his mind talking, but decided to keep it secret for now. For one, it was his special secret. For two, he didn’t want Will to think he was crazy.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 5 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Oct. 16, 2011
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
 
Boricio wasn’t looking for anything in particular when he happened upon a living room packed full of shit he didn’t understand. He had spent the day seeing how rich folks lived, specifically on the waterfront. He found himself in a fancy eight-bedroom, six-bathroom, two-story house with three boat slips, two of them occupied, in Gulfport, Mississippi. 
He’d already been through four or five of the houses on the stretch, and sure as shit, rich fuckers knew how to live: alcohol, clothes, guns, jewelry, lots of pills, pounds of weed, loads of money, and plenty of food. What surprised him were some of the fetishes these homeowners seemed to engage in. One house had a secret room devoted to sex toys. A wheel on a wall, bondage gear, and a wall full of sex devices that looked almost like weapons.
They look at me like I’m some degenerate; these people are sicker than me! They just hide their dark side under shit tons of money and fuckin’ Armani.
The stuff in the secret room was strange, but not as weird as the shit in the house he was in now. Like the other houses, the mansion was practically hermetically sealed. So he blew in the glass from the front door with a shotgun. He had a backpack filled with shells and sorta enjoyed the noise. 
The foyer was the usual look-at-me, fancy-pants bullshit with too much white space. Past the foyer into the living room, though, that’s where the walls were practically painted in the strangest shit Boricio had ever seen, rich people or no.
The living room was massive, with all the posh furniture pushed to one side. Eight bedrolls sat in a large circle in the middle of the floor. Each bedroll had a large bank of pillows, several bottles of water, and a medium-sized red bucket. The buckets contained what looked and smelled like vomit. The vomit was black, and every bucket was filled with the same shit that was on the walls.
The air was thick, and smelled alien to Boricio. 
The fuck is that shit in the air? Smells like some sorta back bayou black-ass water from one of them fake-ass shamans who likes to fuck with the tourists. Difference is, back alley shit smells fake; this black-magic snatch right here smells like the real deal. Yessiree, some weird-ass shit went down in this room.
Two buckets had been kicked to the side. Scabs of black vomit crusted the lacquered hardwood floor. Rich people were willing to pay a chunky hunk of fat cash for thrills you couldn't score in a back alley, but the bad trips that had happened in the living room had practically scarred the air.  
A red and white bedroll was in the center of the circle, with wooden instruments, spirit sticks burned to a nub, and a large, two-liter jug of what looked like sludge. It had been filled to the top, as evidenced by the thick coat of green and brown the bottle wore at its lip, but now it was mostly empty. A shot glass on the floor shared the ghost of whatever had been inside. 
Well fuck me four times on a Friday if that ain’t some million-dollar mind fuck right there. Giddy-up. I might as well make myself nice and cozy. The world is over, and there’s some liquid fucking juju just waiting to get swallowed.
Boricio picked up the two-liter jug and shot glass, then went upstairs, found the master bedroom and lay on the bed. He had no idea on the dosage, so he filled the glass to the top, put it to his lips, held his breath, and spilled the entire psychedelic mess down his throat. 
For a few moments, he didn’t feel anything. He wondered if it wasn’t some sort of drug in the jars but rather some perverted, sick-ass rich, weirdo bodily-fluid-ingesting ceremony. 
Something moved in his guts.
Seconds later, without warning, Boricio lost it all. Vomit spewed from his mouth like an unholy sprinkler. The sudden acid in his nostrils made him wince. It was liquid death and smelled the part. 
 
Boricio lay face down on the Egyptian cotton as the toxic stew leaked from his mouth and marred the ivory-colored rug. He noticed it in a detached, almost whimsical way. He smiled, moving to touch the stuff, but his hand felt weird, as if he was directing someone else’s body from a distance. He started to laugh as his fingers opened and closed on his cue — a bottomless, retching chainsaw of a guffaw. Whatever he puked up, he was glad it was gone. 
He felt so much lighter, so much stronger, so much better. 
And besides, only once the blackness was gone could Boricio see all the colors around him. They bled and expanded and spun around, dancing in his mind and threatening to smother him in an endless torrent of mile-long thoughts. 
It wasn’t like drugs he’d used before. Those drugs made you feel things that weren’t there. This shit made you realize the things that were right in front of you but you were usually unable to see.
He was normally able to control himself no matter what he was on. Sure, he might get higher, lower, but he never really let go of the steering wheel. 
Something bad was happening here, though. He could feel it in the back of his skull, threatening to take the wheel and kick him right out the passenger door. 
He snarled, had to fight. 
Thoughts overwhelmed him, too many to sort, voices, images, and a million colors, fuck, the colors, as the world seemed to spin and cave in on him.
He could feel the end coming, might’ve died right there.
What’s the point in going on? Just let go of it all.
He wanted to wake so he could stand and run, but whatever universe he drank was crawling up through his body and infecting every corner of his mind. And as it raced through his memories and dreams, it forced him to watch what it saw, forcing him to witness the darkest shit inside him.
Hate, rage, violence, murder, rape, robbing, maiming, and all the perverted shit he’d ever done or thought to do. This thing inside dragged it all into the light — a bright light as big as fucking Christmas. 
This is you. You are all of this. 
But no one tells Boricio what to do, not even other parts of Boricio. 
So, he battled his way through a thick haze of muddy time, swimming through an angry abyss of forever. He ran, not even sure if he were really running or if it were only in his head. Yet, he kept at it. Just as he got far enough away, and was about to get back in the driver’s seat of his brain, he slipped, fell on his back, and slid down a steep hill of wet grass. Wet, bloody grass.
As he tumbled out of control, he could hear the sound of water rushing below, and knew he was about to slide right off a cliff and into the rapids.
Before he could roll right off the edge of the abyss, he jammed an elbow into the ground hard, causing his body to flip over and break momentum, stopping just at the edge of the cliff.
Below was a river, flowing fast and full of corpses.
Boricio had seen some fucked-up shit, even made a few artistic displays himself, but he’d never been anything so soul bleaching as that. Whatever was inside him had won. His head swam, the colors came back, and Boricio fell.
 
**
 
When he woke, he was back in the house, his liquid nightmare covering the white room like spilled ink in snow. He smiled. 
Yeah, that was some scary shit, but hell if it wasn’t the near side of fan-fucking-tastic, too. Like the trippiest movie ever, no ticket required.
 
**
 
Boricio spent the next day taking tiny swigs from what was left of a second two-liter bottle of slop while tearing down the highway. He remembered the colors, but none of the hundreds of miles of distance, the full tank of gas, or the two bodies that somehow found their way into his trunk. 
The one with the nose ring looked like she would’ve been a Ferris wheel and a funnel cake full of fun. Looked like a screamer, and sorta mean. But it doesn’t look like I took much time, what with that hole in the middle of her forehead. 
Whatever was inside the green/brown sludge wasn’t near as powerful on the second day. Or maybe Boricio was getting stronger or building resistance. The trips were definitely shorter, and time wasn’t so fucking tangled. Plus, they ended with something a helluva lot less fucked-up than a river full of bodies. Boricio stopped at a hotel, made himself at home in the best suite he could find, and decided to get another ticket to the Magical Mystery Tour. 
This time, he found himself at an abandoned gas station with an old man with crazy hair standing next to a kid. This weird dog was there, too. While neither the old man nor the boy could see Boricio, as he wasn’t really there, the dog stared right at him, growling.
“Evil!” the dog said.
What the fuck?!
Boricio opened his eyes, his head swimming with the strongest sense of déjà vu he’d ever felt. 
This is some weird-ass, third-eye shit, that’s what it is. Ain’t nothing to prove it, but I know it just the same. Shit I’m seeing in my head is somehow real, shit I could see now maybe, if I was in the right place. 
Boricio was agitated that he had just a swallow of the liquid magic, but he took it in one gulp and spent the next several hours hovering just above reality.
I’m not alone. 
Something on this planet wants me gone. 
When the world is dying, even the hunters get hunted. 
Boricio smiled. 
He’d always been a hunter, but the world had always deprived him of a challenge. Sure, he kept on the move because he sure as fuck wasn’t ever gonna get caught. But he’d be lying if he said the kills had the same joy they once did, the same sweet taste. It was still nice, but a bit like fucking the same redhead in the back of the same Impala for five years running. Only so long could you keep getting it up for the fuck.
There weren’t many like him in the world. There couldn’t be. Only room for a few kings in the world. And now, it seemed, even fewer to challenge him.
 
**
 
Oct. 17
8:14 p.m.
Somewhere in Alabama
 
Boricio flew by the Welcome to Alabama sign going 106mph. The highway was dead, had been for a while. No people, no cars. No billboards, no buildings. Just streets going dark as the world turned out the lights.
Vanished people were enough what-the-fuck already, vanished cars were just plain, beer-battered bullshit. When the seven horsemen first started galloping a couple days back, abandoned cars were everywhere. Boricio even saw several with their engines still running. But now, it seemed the cars weren’t nearly as plentiful. 
Boricio sneered and stepped on the gas, frustrated that his own thoughts were a brew of confusion. He was feeling paranoid, like the springs of some trap had been sprung, and its claws were about to close on him. He was kinda glad that the  liquid was gone. As good as the trips were, the ride down was a bitch.
Signs of civilization were shifting, if not disappearing entirely, and Boricio was starting to worry that he’d run out of gas right out there in the middle of the big empty. The radio was still mostly silent, except for the single station broadcasting the occasional static punctuated by the even rarer “Boricio.”
The needle was dancing just above the red when Boricio saw the impossible — a dull-red Ford F150 pulled to the side of the road. An attractive, slightly heavy woman with a sheer, sky-blue T-shirt and denim skirt was waving at Boricio as he slowed to a stop behind the open tailgate. 
Fry me a fresh tortilla full of fuck yeah; are those her nipples pokin’ through? Day-um, they must be the size of a quarter and the goddamned thumb holding it!
Boricio licked his lips and stepped from the late-model Honda Civic he had no memory of getting. 
“Boy, am I glad to see you,” the woman said, relief coating her dusty face. She smelled like a perfume this waitress he once fucked used to wear. Couldn’t remember the name of it, or the waitress, though.
“Likewise, Ma’am. Been out here long? Need help? What can I do? I’m about on empty myself. You outta gas?” Boricio smiled behind his friendly rat-a-tat-tat.
“I have close to a full tank. But the truck started rattling about 15 miles back, and I got worried. Don’t know what I’d do if it flat out quit on me out here.” 
“Yeah, you don’t wanna be stuck out here alone. Not with them creepers out there.”
“The creepers?” Splotches of white bled through the blotches of red on her face.
“Yeah, the creepers. They must be what up and replaced the people” Boricio tipped his head forward and then looked down. Ignorant yokel was one of his favorite masks. Seemed people liked believing that one, and Boricio liked to make it easy when appropriate.
“What do they look like?” 
“Well, that I don’t know,” Boricio scratched his head. “I haven’t actually seen them. But I know they’re there.” It was true, he hadn’t actually seen them, so much as sensed them in one of his many trips.
The woman was scared, her eyes moving rapidly. Her voice rose an octave, and fresh sweat beaded her forehead. Her breasts were heavy, covered in sweat and full against the tee. Boricio felt himself getting stiff, but he couldn’t rush it. This one had to last. 
“You seen anyone else?” Boricio took a step back and leaned against the side of the Honda. 
“Not since,” the woman choked, then fell to her knees and started to cry. 
Boricio didn’t like this at all. No fun if they didn’t fight. 
“Now, now,” Boricio knelt to one knee and put a hand on her back. “Everything’s gonna be okay; you’ll see.” Boricio moved in closer. “I’ve got a plan. Come with me. Everything will be okay.” 
“What’s your name?”
“Emil, Emil Branson.” Boricio held out his hand, and the woman took it. 
“Do you know where anyone else is?” she asked. He could tell she wanted a yes, to know he knew where others were. No problem there. He’d give her what she wanted, then take what was his.  
“Sure do! Just heard a distress call on the CB. Small group, not more than 20 miles from here. Was racing to get there just as fast as this car’ll fly, until I happened on you.” 
The woman met Boricio’s eyes. And that’s when he saw it. That ever-so-slight shift in the woman’s eyes. The same shift so many of his victims saw just before the end. He didn’t hear the person behind him until the last second.
Christ.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
He felt the impact in the back of his skull and blacked out before he hit the ground.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 6 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Oct. 15, 2011
Early morning
Somewhere in Ohio 
 
 
Ed put the gun in his pants as soon as he saw that the only person in the abandoned car was an obviously unarmed and pregnant teenager. She was skinny (save for the belly) and on the mousy side, with long, auburn hair covering most of her face. When she finally looked up, he did a double take. The girl was nearly the spitting image, though a younger version, of his daughter, Jade.
“Are you okay?” he asked through the closed window. He didn’t want to spook her by opening the door. 
She was crying and mouthing something he couldn’t hear through the rain, which was drenching him.
“I’m going to open the door, okay?”
She nodded her head yes, and he opened the front door, rather than the back, then leaned inside the car. The first thing he noticed was the purse on the floor in the front passenger seat. Then he saw keys dangling from the ignition, not much of a surprise considering the car was still running. 
“Are you okay?” he asked again.
She shook her head no, wiping tears from her face. “They’re gone.”
“Who’s gone?” he asked.
“My parents. They d ... disappeared.”
“What do you mean, disappeared?”
She waved her shaking hands at the front seat as if it should be evident, then explained, through a quickly rising tide of tears. 
“We were driving home from vacation. But Dad didn’t want to stop at a hotel because he has to get back to work in the morning and we’d already left too late. So, he decided to drive straight through. I was sleeping. Mom was, too, in the front seat. Then I heard this loud whistling sound that woke me.”
She lost her voice to a sudden torrent of tears.
“It’s okay,” Ed said in his calmest voice. He would have put a comforting hand on her shoulder, but was too far from reach in the front seat. It was probably for the best; she might see the move as a threat and then she’d really lose her mind.
She found her breath and finished her story. “I heard this whistling sound, and woke up. There was ... something else in the car.”
Her green eyes were wide, wet, and tinged in red.
“It was like a dark cloud or something, but it moved weird, like it was alive. Pulsating. It moved over me, and I could feel it, cold and filled with some sort of electricity. It even zapped me a bit, but it didn’t hurt exactly ... Then I noticed my dad was asleep at the wheel. And the car wasn’t moving. The cloud thing moved faster and faster like we were inside a mini-tornado. The whistling grew so loud I had to cover my ears. And ... ”
She cried again, then swallowed before continuing.
“There was this flash of light, and it was suddenly gone, just like that. My parents, too.”
She surrendered to her tears as Ed tried to make sense of what she had laid out. He wanted to ask the girl if she were certain she saw what she saw. Maybe she’d been dreaming. But she was obviously fragile, and he knew from limited experience with his own daughter, as strong and independent as teenagers often appeared, they could easily and quickly regress to small children who needed reassurance that the monsters in their closets weren’t real at all.
No, the real monsters are on the street. And they’re often confused for the good guys.
As much as what she said seemed unbelievable, Ed had the honed instincts from years of training that told him when people were lying to him, or even themselves, with a shocking accuracy. It was part of what made him such a valuable asset to the agency. This girl wasn’t lying. To him or herself.
Ed felt the unseen pieces of the night’s puzzle slowly shift into place. Something had happened to the people on the plane, to the people in the house he’d been in, to the people in the store, and the cars, and everywhere else.
Something big went down.
Something his experience hadn’t prepared him for. 
It wasn’t a terrorist attack or natural disaster. It was probably something that fell off the edge of his understanding.
“How long have they been gone?”
The girl looked at the clock on the radio face: 5:12 a.m.
“Three hours; it happened at 2:15 a.m. I remember looking at the clock because it kept flicking on and off while the cloud thing got faster: 2:15 over and over again.”
That was about the time his plane went down, though he’d not had a watch to know exactly. He swallowed hard and asked the next question in his softest, most careful tone. “What do you wanna do?”
She looked up at him as if it hadn’t occurred to her to do anything other than wait for her parents to return. She was shell-shocked, normal thoughts were canceled until further notice.
“What do you mean?”
“They’ve been gone almost three hours. You can’t just sit here on the side of the road. I almost ran right into your car.”
“I ... can’t leave. What if they come back?”
This wasn’t going to be easy, and time was a foe. He’d have to level with her.
“Three hours ago, I was flying in an airplane. I fell asleep. When I woke up, the plane had crashed. Somehow, I was thrown into the nearby woods. But when I went back to search for other survivors, there weren’t any.”
She looked at him. “None?”
“None. And no bodies. Everyone on that plane, except for me, had vanished. At exactly 2:15.”
Her eyes widened as something inside her started to click.
“I drove through town and didn’t see anyone there either,” he continued, leaving out the part about breaking and entering.
“So, what are you saying? Everyone’s gone?”
“I don’t know about everyone; I mean, we’re still here. But there’s a lot of people missing.”
“Where did they go? Are they coming back?”
Ed looked down at the purse on the floor, searching for the right words, but finding nothing. “I don’t know.”
The girl swallowed, wiping tears from her face. She seemed to be a bit less broken than she had a few minutes before. But he saw the familiar glimmer in her eyes — her brain was making the necessary adjustments to move on, even if it wasn’t letting her know just yet. 
Ed marveled at the brain’s ability to sever emotions when necessary, to do what needed done despite emotional connections. He’d seen children become cold-blooded killers, soldiers mercifully end the lives of their fallen comrades, and agents turn on one another without hesitation. The Switch, as he called it, was in most people, though most would never discover it unless led there by circumstance. And it was almost never a good circumstance which showed you how to flick The Switch. It certainly wasn’t in his case.
Sometimes, it was necessary to find The Switch in order to move forward. Those that couldn’t or wouldn’t flip it often paid a high price for their hesitance.
“My name is Ed,” he offered, leaning closer and extending his hand.
“Teagan,” she said, shaking his hand with a frail grip.
“Okay, Teagan. What do you want to do? Where’s your home?”
“Cape Hope, North Carolina.”
“Do you want to go there?”
“Do you think my parents might be there?”
“Honestly? No. I don’t know where people went, but I definitely don’t think they went home.”
She stared out the window, then her hands went to her stomach, soothing her unborn child.
“How far along are you?”
She pulled her hands away, as if embarrassed by her condition.
“Five months,” she said, then paused as if she were going to say something else, before deciding not to.
“Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?”
“I hope so,” she said, her face straight for a moment until he got the joke. Then she smiled. 
She found The Switch.
Now she could move forward.
“I don’t know; I want it to be a surprise,” she said, staring into the dark. “Do you think there are still doctors left?”
“I don’t know,” Ed said. “But I’m sure we’ll find someone who can help.”
He thought to tell her that he could, in a pinch, deliver a baby. But decided not to. She was still three or four months away and there was no telling what would happen between now and then. They were stuck in a rather horrible present, and to count on anything beyond the moment was wishful thinking. For now, he would look after her. But he couldn’t allow himself to get attached. If shit hit the fan, he’d have hard choices to make, and he needed to know he could find and flip his Switch without missing a beat. 
 
**
 
They decided to drive to Cape Hope, even though it was sure to be a pointless trip. Ed hoped to find someone she knew she could stay with, and then he could go on his way.
She left a note in the car for her parents telling them where she was and that she was with “a guy named Ed” who was helping her. Ed hoped for her parents’ sake they didn’t come back to the car to find the note. He was sure that if roles were reversed, he’d be scared shitless to find his pregnant daughter running off with some “guy named Ed.” She took her mom’s purse and their suitcases from the trunk, so nobody would steal them, and loaded them into “his” SUV.
 
**
 
About 20 miles south, he decided they would need some sleep before the next day’s travel. They stopped at a store and grabbed some clothes for him, along with a trio of portable lanterns and several packs of D-batteries. They filled the truck with food and drinks, then found a Trinity Suites Hotel, a place that normally charged $400 a night for its cheapest room. Though its sign wasn’t lit, the lobby had a faint glow from the backup lighting.
They parked in the hotel’s lot, which had a couple dozen cars. The lobby doors were open, just as Ed expected. “Hello?” he called, his voice echoing off the empty halls.
The hotel was silent, save the buzzing from the emergency lighting and the signs above the doors. They took the stairs to the second floor and knocked on a few doors. Satisfied nobody was inside, Ed kicked in one of the doors while Teagan lit the room with a lantern. It was large, with two queen-sized beds, a large flat screen TV hanging on the wall, and a broken mini-fridge, plus a separate bathroom and a mini-office setup against the windows. 
The beds were made, meaning the room had likely not been occupied when the Big Vanish occurred.
“Nice room,” Teagan said.
“Okay,” Ed said, “Here’s the deal. You can stay in the next room, and I won’t take offense at all. I’m an old dude with a daughter older than you, so I’m sure you’re nervous to stay in the room with me. On the other hand, I’m not sure what the hell is going on and I want to keep an eye on you to make sure you’re safe.”
Teagan thought about it for a moment. “Are you some kind of cop?”
“I used to be ... something like that,” he said, not wanting to tell her too much, just in case someone hit the cosmic pause button again and the world resumed as normal in the morning. The less Teagan knew, the better off they both would be. “You can trust me. Though I’m sure a homicidal maniac would tell you the same. Which is why I’m going to give you this.”
He pulled out the pistol, and Teagan nearly jumped back when she saw it, eyes wide.
He quickly handed it to her, to strip any idea in her mind that he intended to use it on her.
“Here. Take it. Just click this button here; it’s the safety. Aim and fire.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head, “I don’t want ... need that.”
“Okay, fair enough. Then you take this,” he said, handing the gun to her. 
She took it, if hesitantly. “Okay, I’ll stay here. Which bed?”
“I’ll take the one closest to the door,” Ed said, “Just in case.”
“In case of what?” she asked, sitting her lantern down on the nightstand.
“In case of anything.”
 
**
 
After Teagan lay down, Ed went into the bathroom. The sink, shower, and toilet were still working to his rather large relief. He took a long shit and then a longer shower. The water was slightly warmer than ice, but after the night he’d had, he didn’t mind at all. He was bruised and battered, but his injuries would heal quickly. A decent night’s rest and he’d be ready to roar.
He dressed in his new clothes — jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt, a far better fit than the stolen clothes, then lay on top of the sheets on the bed closest to the door.
He looked over at Teagan, balled up under the comforter, then flicked the lantern and threw the room into darkness.
 
**
 
“Noooo!” Teagan’s scream woke him violently from his sleep.
His hand was on his gun in less than a second, his eyes scanning the dimly lit room as he jumped out of bed to face whatever was there.
But they were alone.
Sunlight lit enough of the room that he could see Teagan sitting up in bed, crying.
“What is it?” he asked, sitting on the edge of her bed.
She fell against him.
“They were coming for the baby.”
“Who?” he asked, putting his hand awkwardly on her shoulder.
“The men with the helicopters. They were hunting us because they want my baby.”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 7 — Luca Harding
 
 
 
Luca had never been in a helicopter. And though he thought it would be exciting, it was mostly loud and a little bit scary. Fortunately, they wouldn’t have to stay in the helicopter too long. Will said they would fly to the nearest airport where they could trade the copter for a fully fueled airplane. 
“You can fly a plane?” Luca had never met a pilot before.
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Will beamed, “Was in the U.S. Air Force for 14 years before we started thinking one another were crazy.”
They did stop at the airport to trade the copter for a plane, but only after a small stop first.
“Been wanting to get down here for days, but I wasn’t sure when you were gonna show, and I sure as a trip to Disney World didn’t want to miss you.” 
Will winked at Luca as he lowered the helicopter into the mall parking lot, right in front of Nordstrom’s front doors. “Do wish I could’ve looked a lick or two more presentable, though.” 
Will gave Luca an awkward smile then hopped from the helicopter and held his hand out. “Come on,” he said, “I think you should come with me. The dog can stay in here if he wants. He’ll be fine, and I’ll be quick. Promise.” 
Will lowered Luca from the cockpit. He was gentle, squeezing the boy’s shoulders as his feet hit the concrete. For a sliver of a second, Luca missed his dad a tiny bit less. His mom and sister, too. 
They broke into Nordstrom by hurling a trashcan through the doors, but Will promised Luca it was okay emergency behavior. He took a grooming kit and a large pile of clothes into the men’s restroom, where he stayed for a while. Luca thought it seemed like a long, long time, and it was, but the time made sense when Will came out of the bathroom looking almost exactly like the man who made the lobster tacos. 
His scary hair and beard were gone. He was the same tall man as before, but looked even taller in jeans and a black T-shirt. His face was freshly shaven, and his scary hair was now shorter, though choppy in places he cut wrong. If Will had any idea how ridiculous his hair looked, he didn’t care. He was all smiles.
“Alright, kid, let’s go!” 
 
After a quick swap at the airport, they were flying in a small plane that Will had arranged to be fueled and ready. Will explained that since there was no electricity in most places, they’d be tight on gas. So he outfitted the plane with some kind of fuel bibs which should give them enough gas to get where they were going. But if they ran out, Will warned, they’d need to land somewhere and find a car.
“Where are we going?” Luca asked.
“We need to get to the trees,” Will said. 
“Are we here?” Luca asked as they flew above Flagstaff, above a sudden, beautiful sea of green. 
Will shook his head.
“You don’t seem like you’re an Army person,” Luca said.
“I wasn’t in the Army,” Will smiled, “I was in the Air Force. But I see what you mean. I am a much cooler cat than they usually allow, what with my giant muscles and bottomless charm.” 
Dog Vader whined from the back of the plane, just like he’d been doing every 15 minutes or so since leaving the coast.
“I wasn’t a normal officer,” Will’s voice rose just above the husky’s wine. “The Air Force wouldn’t have been my thing, but I was recruited young. Promises were made, and I was young enough to believe them. I was also naive enough to believe that if they wanted me bad enough they’d be willing to pay me what I was worth.”
“What’s Nai-Eve?”
“They needed something I have in here,” Will tapped the side of his head. “You know what a one-horse-town is?” 
Luca shook his head no.
“Well, it’s small. My town was called Leonard. Sits so close between the Kentucky-Tennessee border, folks might argue over which was which, though the ones who said Leonard was in Tennessee would’ve been right. My cousin Jimmy called it a ‘hoof town’ on account of it being so small it didn’t even have the one horse. The Air Force paid for everything, made me feel smart, and got me out of the hoof town.”
“What did they want?”
Will pinched his nose, then stayed inside his thoughts for about a minute. “You know how I said I could see the colors of stuff, and sometimes their sounds? Well, it’s like that, sorta. At least as close as I can manage to explain for now.” 
Will looked at Luca.
“Don’t worry about getting it; you will. Wish it wasn’t so, but it is. And you can take me to the bank on that. I’ve seen more in this life than I ever imagined I would, and I think a lot of that might have been just so I could get it all to you. A lot of what I’ve seen isn’t fit to tell an 8-year-old boy, but I promise you’ll know everything you need to know before you need to know it.”
“Will?”
“Yeah.”
“What happened?”
“To the world? I don’t have a popped kernel of a clue, kid. Wish I did.”
“But you said you knew it would happen?”
“I did. Even knew the day, time, and what I was supposed to do when it did.”
“What did you do?”
“I went to live by the water. Slept by the border for most of a year, waiting for the post-modern Rapture, then eventually you. Night it happened, I went to the water and held my head under the ocean for a few minutes. By the time I’d surfaced, the world had gone hollow.”
Luca could tell Will was wondering if he understood everything being said, but he kept quiet. Sometimes, the best way to let a grown up know you got what they meant was to nod and not say anything at all. 
Will smiled at Luca then went on. 
“There were a bunch of us this one time, and they sent us deep into the Alaskan wilderness. There was nothing but nothing around us. A little like this,” he waved his hand across the empty beneath them. “We found something we didn’t expect and weren’t supposed to see.”
This feels like listening time. No interruptions. 
“We were deep in a cave on a crack of land I can’t imagine anyone ever having stood on before. Yet we found technology in that cave that I’d never seen. None of us had. Venturing a guess, I’d say it was there to measure something, but what I can’t even begin to guess without slamming hard into a wall of logic. My light was directly on it, whatever it was, but I couldn’t get a good fix on the tech because the alloy was dull and the cave was so dark. I could see it, but I didn’t know if anyone else could. You see,” he looked at Luca, “sometimes I see stuff that isn’t there, at least according to everyone else. That’s why the Air Force sent me to Alaska in the first place.”
I think I see stuff like that, too.
“Everyone saw it, though none of us knew what we were looking at. By the time we all agreed there were some strange things afoot among the ice floes, we saw a sharp flare of light, which looked a bit like the end of the world in the mean mouth of that cave. Then BAM!, we were out. No one remembers anything after the light. We woke up, and the tech was gone. Some of the guys remembered seeing it, most didn’t. But I’m convinced whatever it was in that cave gave each of us ‘The Sight.’” 
“What’s The Sight?”
“It’s what let me see you about a year before I did. And lets me still see all the guys from the Alaskan adventure, except Renny since he’s been dead for six years. Some of ‘em see me right back. They all could if they knew how, but most of the guys never realized things had changed. Here’s the thing.” Will leaned closer. “All the guys who knew about The Sight, well they’re all still alive. Right now, all four of them.”
Luca gasped. There are more people! Maybe his mom and dad knew about The Sight, though even if they did, Anna probably didn’t. “There are more people?”
“Of course!” Will slammed his hand on his knee. “There must be a ton. And that’s just easy math. Even if we lost 99 percent of the population, and I’m not so sure the number’s that high, we’d still have three million people in America alone. People will come together. We’ll start over, and everything will be fine. Maybe even better than it was.”
“Where are your friends?” Luca asked.
“Didn’t say they were my friends,” Will’s mouth twitched, “and I’m looking for them every chance I get.” 
“You mean with The Sight?” Luca didn’t wait for the answer. “I have The Sight, don’t I?”
“I’d be as shocked as a man chewing on electric chocolate if you didn’t!”
“How did I get it?”
“Born with it, most likely. End of the world just brought out the best in you.”
Will hit Luca on the knee, but Luca wasn’t feeling nearly as playful. From nowhere, he started to sob and cried himself to sleep.
 
**
 
Luca woke screaming from a nightmare unlike any he’d ever had in his whole life.
“You dreamt about her, too, didn’t you? The girl Paola and her mom?” 
Luca nodded.
“You’ve been dreaming about them, too?”
“Yes,” Will said, “for almost as long as I’ve been dreaming about you.”
“They’re with the trees,” Luca said, feeling like he might cry again. After a pause, he asked Will, “Does she have to die?”
Will shook his head. “No, that’s what I call a tomorrowbility; it may or may not happen depending on the variables in the equation.” Will shook his head and started over. “Sorry about that. I mean, no. It’s a possibility, but it definitely doesn’t have to happen.” 
“What can we do?”
“Get to the trees as fast as we can. We’ll be there soon.”
Luca said nothing. Will sank into his seat. An odd current crackled between them. Luca could tell that Will had dreamed more than he had said. Will was afraid to tell him something.
But Luca was starting to sense it. 
Something bad was going to happen to the girl and her mom, real bad. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 8 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
 
Boricio woke, lids gummed behind what felt like a thick wall of a cheesecloth blindfold. His head was buzzing, and the hallucinogenic sludge was still swimming its way out of his head. A thin strip of plastic was digging its teeth into his wrists, which were crushed between the floor and his back.
His nose twitched at the smell of prey. He couldn’t tell how many people were in the room, but he definitely wasn’t alone, and it was more than just that big-nippled bitch who had tricked him. In fact, he didn’t smell her at all. 
The room was slightly musty, and felt large. Boricio would lay a Benjamin that there weren’t any windows. He felt the fabric beneath him. Burlap. 
Well, where in the fuck-all am I? 
Nope, Boricio don’t like this one bit. 
His ears prickled, and the short hairs on the back of his neck whispered that he was being watched. No way to know how many, but eyes were on him, no doubt.
He could either play it Sam Jackson and let the room know who was boss, or play smart and show the claws later. 
“Where ... where are we?” Boricio stuttered weakly. 
“He’s awake.” A man’s voice said from Boricio’s right. 
“You’re okay,” a second man’s voice, slightly farther and barely a whisper. “Keep your voice low, they’ll be back any moment.” 
“Who is they, and how many are there?” Boricio let his bottom lip quiver, just in case he was the only one with his eyes covered. 
“Don’t know who they are, but they know what’s going on. Three of ‘em snuck up behind me while I was taking a shit. Next thing I knew, I was laying on the floor in here.” This final voice was closest to Boricio, just a few inches away. 
Predator’s guess put five people in the room, including him. One to his left, another three to his right. Silent Bob was on his left, breathing like a lab with a belly full of pups. 
“We’re waiting to get processed.” It was the guy farthest to Boricio’s right again. “They come in here and take us out there to whatever’s waiting. No clue what it is, but I’m pretty sure I’m next. They come in every five or six hours. And there’s always five in here. One comes in, one goes out. So far, there ain’t been any girls except the one I imagine brought you here, just like she brought all of us.”
A click and a whine came as a door opened and a gust of stale heat rolled inside. And on that heat, a familiar scent of perfume.
Well, ain’t that just a tall stack of pancakes worth of perfect. Big-nippled bitch was coming into the room. And someone with her. A guy. Smells like sweat and too much testosterone. 
The mystery guest opened his mouth. “Well, lookie who’s awake!” Boricio could smell the testosterone suddenly centimeters away. “You ready to tell us what you know?”
Boricio knew nothing, which is exactly what he said.  
Testosterone cackled, “Fine by me, boy. You’ll get to talking once you’re outside and in the box.” He finished his sentence with a slap at the back of Boricio’s head. 
Keep going, because when I’m through with you, I’ll be staining this floor with slippers made from your face, you fuck. 
Boricio must not have been able to keep his curled lip to himself, because before he knew it, bad breath was curling through his nose and Testosterone himself was snarling in his face. 
“You got something you wanna say, boy?” The way he said “boy” was almost like the word had two syllables. Redneck fuck. “I know your mama told you if you ain’t got nothin’ nice to say then don’t say nothin’, but it isn’t like that here.” He laughed again. “We’re friends here. You can say anything you want.” 
Something thrust into the back of Boricio’s head. He let out a yelp, pissed to have given the man any pleasure in delivering the pain.
“So, anything?”
Part of Boricio believed he could free himself from his restraints, if he wanted to. He probably couldn't clear the room, though he’d be sure to end the fucker in front of him before anyone could stop him. But no, too many things he didn’t know, and it was the end of the world. Besides, it’d be nice to make the fucker see the steel in his eyes before he killed him. It was that personal touch that was the  trademark of Boricio’s attention to detail.
“Nothing?” 
Boricio stayed silent. 
Boricio didn’t see, or even sense, the giant fist until it smashed into his face. He felt the hollow thud rock through his head, then a ringing in his ears followed by stars in his eyes. Blood gushed from his nose and swallowed his face. 
“Chew on that until you find your tongue, fucktard.” 
Boricio heard 15 steps, then a whine and a thud. Testosterone and the big-nippled bitch had left the building. 
After a moment of silence, the heavy breather to Boricio’s left tried to speak, but wasn’t managing much outside a few labored rasps. The heavy breather went on breathing while Boricio continued to wrestle with his restraints. 
Finally, as though pushing words from his throat with his entire body, the breather managed to make a few. “Drema buttle noggers son ... ”
Well fuck if that didn’t sound like baby talk. 
The three men to Boricio’s right were trading guesses, but it was still just pisses and babble. Boricio continued to twist at the plastic. 
“Anything we can help you with?” It was the guy all the way to the right. His voice was full of compassion and Boricio wondered for a second what that must be like. More sounds came from the guy on the left, but the fucking idiot still wasn’t saying anything, until he was. 
Boricio froze. 
“Boooorrrriiiicccciiio,” the heavy breather moaned. 
Like his name on the radio surfacing through a sea of static, once there, it was unmistakable. Boricio was getting this broadcast loud and clear. It took a lot to scare him, and he never ran. But Boricio found himself in such a sudden twisted grip of terror, he would’ve charged from the room right then if he’d not manage to calm himself down.
Beer-battered fucking bullshit. What the fuck is going on here?
He’d need to run, even if he had to kill everyone in the room first. Not for pleasure, wouldn’t be time for that, or anything else. 
The restraints fell from his wrist, and Boricio smiled.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 9 — Charlie Wilkens
 
 
 
The clicking inched closer. It sounded just a step from Charlie’s window. His body was shaking uncontrollably, and his eyes were starting to water.
He stared at the window, not remembering if he’d locked it and pretty sure that whoever, or whatever, was outside must have seen the glow of his light before the girl turned it off. 
They’d been found. 
Something was coming for them. 
He opened his mouth, but the girl put her hand over it and shook her head and mouthed the words, “Do not let them hear us.”
Her eyes scanned his room as the clicking sound outside intensified, then multiplied, as if drawing more clickers to his window. Charlie was frozen, listening helplessly, and waiting, his mind racing for some idea, any idea, of what to do.
A thump on the window.
Charlie jumped with a yelp.
The girl’s eyes widened. Charlie immediately regretted the noise as clicking turned to shrieks outside his window. Another thump, and another, then a third, each one louder against the glass. Another came, and Charlie swore the pane was about to shatter.
“Run!" the girl screamed, out the door before he could get off his ass.
“Bob! Bob!” Charlie screamed, following the girl from his room.
Bob was sleeping on the sofa, in boxers, bare-chested. He looked up, startled by the girl running from the room with Charlie close behind. He had the shotgun in his hand and aimed at the girl in less than a second.
“No!” Charlie yelled, “There’s something outside!”
“What?” Bob asked in a slur.
“They’re monsters,” the girl said, “They’ve come for us. We need to get outta here!”
Bob looked at the girl like she had a mouth full of Latin. Then he heard the shrieking and the sound of glass shattering in Charlie’s room.
“What the fuck?” he said, more annoyed than scared, as he pushed past Charlie and into his room, shotgun cocked.
Charlie saw the bat by the front door, Bob’s “Jehovah’s Witnesses Be Gone Stick.” He grabbed it and started toward his room as the sound of thunder ripped through the house.
“What the fuck?!” Bob shouted. He’d seen them.
Charlie raced into the room, bat raised, hands shaking.
Hanging from his window, a headless nude corpse of one of the things. A wide smear of blood painted his wall in a fresh coat of horror. Another of the things was tearing at the curtain and pushing itself inside. Charlie saw it — something that looked like a man, but … undone. Its skin was dark, like a cross between burn and infection, but with a shiny, translucent coating. Its eyes were wide, and white, with no visible pupils. Its mouth was a mockery of actual form.
Click, click, click, click, click, the horrible rhythm clacked from the monster’s maw of twisted teeth.
Bob fired the gun, clearing the creature’s head from its shoulders.
From the living room, the girl screamed.
Charlie turned and saw one of the things burst through the living room window. It was fast, its head turning back and forth, ink-black eyes, scanning the room like a predator. It turned to Charlie and clicked, then back at the girl and moved to grab her.
The girl jumped back as the thing ran past her and tumbled into the living room. From the bedroom, Bob screamed something, shooting at another of the creatures trying to claw through Charlie’s window.
The creature in the kitchen was back on its feet, glaring at the girl. 
Charlie ran toward the monster, bat raised, and swung. The creature ducked as Charlie swung. The bat flew from his hands and into the living room. 
Click, click, click, click.
The creature was on Charlie, open mouth spewing hot, putrid breath in his face, as the unholy click of its teeth shifted in its mouth. 
Charlie screamed, hands digging into and slipping on the thing’s wet neck, trying to keep its head back so it wouldn’t bite him.
Click, click, click, click.
The girl let out a grunt as she swung the bat into the back of the thing’s head.
It let out an unholy scream, louder than seemed possible, and rolled off of Charlie, and rose back up, dazed, but not out.
“Fuck!” the girl shouted as she swung the bat again, clocking it right in the face. 
The creature fell to the ground, and the girl screamed. She brought the bat down again. And again. And again.
Charlie watched in a daze as the girl bashed its skull into chum.
“Holy shit!” Bob said, coming from the hallway. 
The girl looked up, as if snapped from a daze, breathing rapidly, eyes wide and alive.
“You fucked that thing up good.”
Bob went to the living room, then turned to them. “That seems to be the last of them.”
“What the fuck were they?” Charlie asked, only realizing at the last second that he’d broken Bob’s non-cursing rule. Bob didn’t seem to notice.
“I dunno,” the girl said, “but two of them killed my neighbor. And I’ve seen a few more walking the streets. Which is why I was trying to get the hell out of town when you guys found me.”
Bob stared at her, as if just now remembering the incident at the store.
“Is that why you tried to steal my truck?”
“I didn’t know who you were. I broke into the store about 20 minutes before you guys came. I snuck in through the warehouse door in back. I was getting stuff when I heard the glass break. Sorry, but I got scared. Two guys, the end of the world, and a young girl. You do the math. So I was trying to get outta the store before you realized I was in there. But when you all saw me, I was afraid you’d catch me, so I tried to take the truck.”
She stared at them, either trying to read Bob’s expression or waiting for one to read.
Bob glanced at the shotgun in his hand, then at the body on the floor, then broke into a grin. “It’s alright. I woulda done the same shit if I was you.”
Charlie sighed in relief, and hoped Bob wouldn’t notice. He didn’t; his attention was on the girl.
“I’m Callie,” she said, offering her hand to Bob.
“Bob,” he said, placing his shotgun against the wall, “And this is my stepson, Charlie.”
Charlie shook her hand awkwardly.
“So,” Callie said, “what now?”
“I think we need to get out of here. Sooner the better. Our place is compromised. And if there’s any more of those fuckers out there, we’re gonna need more protection.”
“Amen,” the girl said.
“Let’s pack some shit and get outta here ASAP,” Bob said.
 
**
 
They packed a few bags and searched the neighborhood for a better vehicle, something faster. They found a sports car one block over, though Charlie wasn’t sure what kind it was. He never cared much for cars. This one was red, sleek, and cramped in the back seat, where Bob made Charlie sit. It was loud and seemed to impress Bob and Callie.
They drove farther into town and found a gun shop, surprised to see it wasn’t already broken into. “Must not be too many more of us out here,” Bob said before stopping.
The store wasn’t easy to break into, with bars on the windows and glass doors. But of course, Bob was prepared. He had something called a bumper which could unlock any door.
They filled four duffel bags with as many pistols, shotguns, and ammo as they could stuff in the bags. Bob also grabbed a couple of semi-automatic assault rifles, the kind of shit Charlie had only seen in video games and movies.
“You ever use any of these?” Bob asked Callie as he handed her a pistol.
“No, but I’m a quick study.”
“I’ll take you out tomorrow and show you both how to use them. They’re not hard, but there’s some shit you need to know so you’re not a danger to yourself or anyone else before you go off firing them. And depending on how many more monsters is out there, well, you’re probably gonna need to learn how to aim. If we get caught up in a swarm of those fuckers, every shot’s gonna count.”
As Bob talked guns, Charlie found himself not hating the guy quite so much. Yes, he was a dick to Charlie for the past several years. Yes, he made Charlie’s life a living hell and picked on him, beat on him, and made him feel like shit. But since earlier in the day, he’d been a bit cooler. Not all the way, he still had that weird freakout about the cursing, but he was treating Charlie more like an adult and less like a ‘bratty kid,’ which was what Bob always called him when speaking to Charlie’s mom. “That bratty kid of yours.”
And Bob’s usefulness with guns and fixing stuff would no doubt come in handy if the whole world had gone to hell. Charlie wasn’t sure how much longer things like plumbing and water would work, so they’d need creative solutions to things Charlie didn’t know shit about.
Now that Charlie thought about it, maybe Bob wasn’t off base in the way he treated him. Maybe he was a spoiled kid, even though he’d never considered himself one. What else would you call a 17-year-old who never had to do chores, didn’t know the first thing about manual labor, and had never been forced to work an honest day’s work in his life? Maybe, Charlie thought for the first time, Bob was trying to toughen him up. To get him ready to face the real world.
To face this new world.
 
**
 
As they drove the streets, searching for a place to sleep for rest of the night, Charlie couldn’t help noticing the volume of the car’s engine. The thing sounded like a fucking jet. Especially as it raced through the empty streets. The roar probably traveled for miles.
“Do you think we would’ve been better off with a car that wasn’t so loud?”
Bob shot him a look in the rearview, “What?”
“I mean, this car is nice and all, but it kinda advertises to the zombies, or whatever the hell they are, ‘Hey, we’re over here, come get us!’”
Bob laughed. “Let ‘em come; I’ll run the fuckers over. VROOOOM VROOM, you fuckin’ zombies!”
Callie laughed. Bob turned to her and smiled.
“Zombies or not, they go fucking down when you hit ‘em with a bat, right, Callie?” he said, patting her on the knee.
“Hell yeah,” she said, smiling, her eyes a bit glowing. And not at all reacting to Bob touching her knee.
Is he fucking flirting with her? He’s old enough to be her dad!
“Only thing I don’t get,” Bob said, brow furrowed in the rearview mirror, “didn’t you have the bat, Charlie? How the hell did the channel change to Callie here poundin’ the fuck outta that thing, while you were in the corner pissing yourself like a little bitch?”
Bob looked into the rearview, smiling his asshole bully smile. No, he hadn’t changed. He was still a major fucking bag of dicks.
“I dropped the bat when I went to take a swing,” Charlie admitted sheepishly.
“DROPPED the bat? Jesus, kid, now I can see why you were always last picked in gym.”
Fucker.
Callie turned back to Charlie, a kind look in her eyes. 
“No, he saved me. If he hadn’t come after that thing, it would’ve killed me.”
Bob didn’t say anything, just looked in the rearview, eyes locking onto Charlie’s before returning to the road. Bob glanced up once more to meet Charlie’s eyes, then accelerated, pushing the car faster, and louder.
As they drove into the unknown, Charlie felt the old, familiar feeling. The world had changed; its rules had not. The bullies still ruled while the weak cowered.
He glanced at Callie, who was closing her eyes and leaning back in her seat, and wished he wasn’t so goddamned weak.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 10 — Edward Keenan
 
 
 
They didn’t get back to sleep after the nightmare, so they hit the road instead. The clock on the SUV’s radio read 1:10 p.m., but the sky outside was darker than it should have been. The clouds were thick and low; thunderheads rolled in the distance, illuminated occasionally by pockets of lightning.
The highway stayed empty, save for the occasional abandoned car. Ed was surprised more cars weren’t clogging the roads. At some point, he figured, they’d run into an area that was more heavily trafficked at 2:15 a.m. when the drivers all went poof, and they’d be forced to find an alternate route. But for now, at least, the highway was working.
They didn’t talk much about the nightmare. The few times Ed asked about the helicopters and the men, Teagan brushed it off as a crazy dream that seemed silly in the rational light of day. And while the dream might have been, and probably was, perfectly innocent rather than some ominous sign of things to come, Ed couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it than Teagan was saying. But he didn’t want to upset the girl anymore than she already was.
Though he couldn’t remember his own dreams at the hotel, he did remember an odd feeling when he woke, as if something else were in the room with them. Something that was probing his mind as he slept. Something he would have missed entirely if he’d not been snapped to battle by Teagan’s scream. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was, or whether or not it was something his mind had manufactured to help him stitch together the scattered clues found across a day packed full of mostly unknown.
Along with the human mind’s ability to flip The Switch, it also worked constantly to find connections between disparate data. To make sense of the world and find connections. To learn through sleep and refine the animal mind. Nothing more, nothing less. It was the ultimate puzzle solver. Sometimes, though, the process, if closely monitored, led to more confusion than clarity.
It was in that confusion that many people attributed special meaning to ordinary things. Ed didn’t believe dreams were magical, psychic gifts, divine province of the Gods, or anything other than the brain’s hardwired response to stimuli. People who needed magic to explain science were simply not appreciative of the everyday magic of reality.
Still, even with his firm belief that psychic dreams were bullshit, he couldn’t dismiss the possibility that someone could foresee things through some scientific means we had yet to comprehend. He’d once read a book by some scientist about quantum physics. Though the book was supposed to have been written for the layman, most of it was beyond Ed. The one thing he got from it, or at least he thought this was the scientist’s point, was there is no past, present, or future, and all times co-exist in the same moment. In which case, perhaps some people were more tuned to such things — and saw these moments without realizing it, but our brains aren’t wired to make sense of such things, as we’re used to linear time, so our brains found other ways to make sense of the data — dreams.
Whatever the case, Ed figured it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye out for helicopters.
 
After a long silence, Teagan stirred from a nap in the passenger seat, “What’s her name?”
“Who?”
“You said you had ... have a daughter. What’s her name?”
“Jade. She’s a little older than you, lives with a roommate in Georgia. Goes to college for art. A good kid.”
“Do you know if she’s okay?”
“No,” Ed said, “I tried calling her a few times. But the lines are dead. Were dead at the hotel, too. So, I’m gonna drive out after I bring you home.”
“Were you close?”
Ed glanced at Teagan, thought again how much she looked like his own daughter, and felt as if some ghost of Jade were asking questions, rather than this stranger he’d just met. A doppelganger who would transmit his answers to Jade, wherever she was. For a moment, he wondered if he hadn’t died in the plane crash and he was in purgatory working through his issues with his demons, represented by the person he’d done the most damage to.
“Not as close as I would have liked,” he said, in a rare, candid response, rather than the vague phrasing he usually used when discussing his daughter.
“Why not?”
“Were you close with your parents?” Ed asked, turning the tables and dodging the question.
“Not since this,” she said, rubbing her tummy. “They’re strict. My dad is super-religious, old-school religious, if you know what I mean.”
Ed nodded.
“He called me a harlot, and actually brought me to the pastor, begging him to see if I’d been infected by Satan.”
“Jesus.”
“Yeah, good times. My mom isn’t quite as bad, but she’s afraid of him. And never really rocks the boat. I think she was even sort of happy I was pregnant, in some weird way. Like a baby in the house might bring some joy back into their otherwise miserable lives.”
“And the father of your baby?” Ed asked.
“He doesn’t know. This kid, Jesse Gold, that I liked, but dad wouldn’t let me go out with him because he’s Jewish. Dad asked me who the father was, but I wouldn’t tell him. I don’t know what he’d do if he knew the baby was Jesse’s.”
“You think he’d hurt him?”
“There’s no telling. He might have even made me get an abortion, even though he doesn’t believe in them and talks all the time about how abortionists are the devil’s workers. I had an older sister, Becky, who got pregnant when she was 17 from this black guy she was dating. Dad made her get an abortion.”
“What a fucking hypocrite,” Ed said, shaking his head. “Wait a second ... what do you mean, had an older sister?”
“Becky killed herself last year,” Teagan said, eyes wet again, but refusing to close them or wipe the tears. She just stared out the window.
“I’m sorry,” Ed said, “Do you know why?”
“She left a note in my room which just said, ‘I’m sorry,’ with no explanation. It was about six months after her abortion. Her boyfriend got really mad that she went through with it, that she didn’t ask him, that she let our father have so much control over her life, over their child. She was devastated.”
“That’s so awful,” Ed said, not knowing what else to say. 
They drove in silence for a full five minutes, until he spoke.
“Jade and I weren’t close because I was a horrible father,” he said. 
Teagan turned to him as he continued his confession.
“I was never there for her. I told myself it had to be that way. I had a dangerous job and made enemies. I couldn’t risk my family, so I had to leave. And it’s all true. I was a threat to them. I needed to disappear. But it wasn’t always like that. I could have quit the job before I got in so deep.”
“So, you left for her?”
“I tell myself that. But truth is, I left because I was addicted to the job, the danger, and ... ”
“What?” Teagan asked.
“Nothing. Some thoughts you shouldn’t let out of their cage.”
 
**
 
They drove for five hours and only had to turn off the highway a couple of times due to congestion, but each time they found their way back without incident. Though the storm clouds seemed distant, they drove into buckets as soon as they hit Beckley, West Virginia. The dark sky just opened up and dumped its deluge on them.
The rain was so bad, Ed could barely see out the window. He got off at an exit and searched for a place to ride out the storm. Teagan had to use the bathroom, so they stopped at the first gas station they found. He parked beneath the canopy, then led Teagan inside the store.
“What do you want to drink?” Ed asked, surveying the out-of-power cooler case as she went into the bathroom with one of the portable lanterns. “We’ve got warm Coke, warm Pepsi, warm Gatorade, warm water.”
“Warm Gatorade sounds good; see if they have the purple one.”
“Purple grape, or purple Ice, whatever the hell that is?”
“Ice,” she said, “maybe it will make it a bit cooler.”
Ed laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
The rain fell harder, and the wind howled as the storm grew teeth. 
“We might be here a while,” Ed said as he opened a purple Gatorade and took a swig. He wasn’t sure what it tasted like cold. At room temperature, it was surprisingly okay. 
There’s an advertising campaign, “Slightly better than piss, try it today!”
Teagan left the bathroom just as Ed was going in. “Sorry,” she said, her face red.
“Don’t worry,” he lied, “I’ve got a cold; can’t smell a thing.”
 
He was pissing, gun sitting in the sink, when he heard Teagan shout, “Ed!”
He shook the last of his piss, zipped, and ran out into the store, gun ready. Teagan was staring out the store windows.
A big, red pickup truck pulled into the station.
“Get in the cooler,” he said, then followed her inside. The door into the cooler had a window where they could see all the way to the gas pumps. The red Chevy pulled up behind Ed’s SUV and stopped.
Ed had his gun out and ready. The cooler was just dark enough that whoever was outside probably couldn’t see in from their position. He could see them perfectly, though.
Two men, big guys with flannel shirts and caps, jumped from the truck and approached the SUV. Both had hunting rifles.
“Fuck,” Ed said.
“What is it?”
“We’ve got company. A couple of men with guns, scouting our truck.”
She pushed herself farther back into the cooler until she was pressed against a wall of beer cases.
One of the men glanced into the store as the other opened the SUV.
Why didn’t I lock the damned doors?
The man looking in stared straight at Ed, then turned his gaze to the front of the store. Ed was sure the guy couldn’t see him.
“What are we gonna do?” Teagan whispered.
If he were solo, as he should have been, the solution would have been easy. He would go outside, give them a chance to back down. If not, he’d end them both without a second’s hesitation. But now, he had baggage. He had to worry about a child with child. If he made the wrong choice, she’d be left to deal with his consequences.
“Fuck,” he said, forgetting what she’d asked.
He debated whether he should allow the men to take his truck, all their stuff, and let things go. They’d had no problem finding stuff so far, so he wasn’t overly concerned. They would find another vehicle and more supplies, but it could be a big inconvenience, which would slow them down.
“Maybe they’re friendly,” Teagan offered.
“They’ve got guns; I doubt it.”
“You’ve got a gun.” 
“Well,” Ed said turning to her with a grin, “I’m not friendly.”
While he was glad to see other people, he wasn’t glad to see them with guns. He couldn’t take a chance that they might be friendly. He would either have to engage and kill or stand down and ignore them. He was leaning toward the latter when one of the men opened the door and entered the store, rifle at the ready.
Ed glanced back at Teagan, who was frozen in place. 
“Come out!” the man shouted as he aimed the rifle at the cooler. Ed could sense fear in the man’s voice, which made him all the more likely to do something stupid.
The man was aiming blindly at the center of the cooler. He couldn’t see inside to where Ed or Teagan was hiding. But Ed had a line on him. He aimed his pistol between the man’s eyes and fired a single shot. 
The gunshot thundered through the cooler. Teagan screamed as the man dropped to the ground, dead.
Ed pushed through the cooler door and rolled out of the cooler, just as the second target entered the store. The man was aiming high, but Ed was on the ground, aiming up, and shot him twice, once in the chest and then again in the head. The man fell back into the candy rack on the front of the cashier’s counter, dropping the rifle, which sent a shell into the fountain drink station.
Ed jumped up, marched outside, gun aimed straight at the pickup, ready for anyone else.
No others were there.
He went back inside, opened the door to the cooler, and said, “Come on, we’ve gotta go. Hold my hand. Don’t look down.”
 
**
 
In the back of the pickup, Ed found a hose and some gas cans. He siphoned gas from the truck to the cans, then filled his SUV. He went back into the store, retrieved a few Cokes to wash away the taste of gasoline. He grabbed the Remington rifles and ammo, and tossed them into the back of the SUV.
Once in the truck, he saw Teagan in tears.
“Why did you shoot them? You didn’t even find out if they were good or bad.”
“I couldn’t take the chance,” Ed said matter-of-factly, as he left the gas station and headed back into the storm.
“You just ... shot them. Dead.”
“Would you rather it was me? Or you?” Ed snapped, “Because those men had rifles. If they got my gun, then they had the advantage. They called the shots. And you’d have to do whatever the hell they told you to do. Men with power are hardly gentlemen in the normal world; you don’t want to know what they’re like when everything goes to shit.”
Teagan shook her head, “I just can’t believe you ... ”
Ed didn’t bother to say anything else. Either she’d get it, or she wouldn’t. He didn’t have time to convince her. And to be honest with himself, he’d be better off if he didn’t have to worry about her. So, if she got pissed and took off on her own, his life would be that much easier.
He considered pushing her buttons, to get her to act, to get her to leave. Really piss her off. But when she looked at him again, so much like a younger Jade, and with such innocence in her eyes, and baby in her belly, he couldn’t be a dick. Couldn’t do what needed to be done. 
He couldn’t flip The Switch.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 11 — Brent Foster
 
 
 
 
They took West End Avenue to West 93rd Street, then cut to Central Park, all the while, keeping an eye out for stranded cars, other people, or the nefarious creatures Brent had yet to see. 
The fog had grown thicker, if that were even possible, turning Manhattan into an alien landscape where once globally recognized buildings and landmarks had moved from immediately identifiable to silhouettes of their original form. Everything had taken new shape — gloomy shadows shrouded in clouds of milky murk.
Luis stopped the car along Central Park West and took out the two-way radios. Static fuzzed in the car. “You guys alright?” he said to Stan and Melora on the other end.
“Yeah,” Stan said, voice excited, “Did you hear the radio?”
“Don’t have it on,” Luis said. “What’s up?”
“Turn it to 88.8 FM; there’s a broadcast.”
“Okay, hold on,” Luis said, giving the radio life.
There was static, but it wasn’t the empty static of a dead station. It was the lively static of an attempted broadcast. 
A man’s voice, loud and strong: “Attention, survivors. The Department of Homeland Security has set up a safe zone on Black Island. We are running ferries from East Hampton Docks every four hours starting at 8 a.m. We advise anyone traveling to do so only during the day. We’ve had reports of strange sightings at night. Repeat: It is not safe to stay in the city. If you are indoors at night, we advise you to wait until morning to travel.”
A long pause followed, then the recording looped and started over.
“Black Island?” Brent said, “That’s the place where Homeland Security has a complex and research facility, right?”
“One of a few islands like that out there, I think.”
Luis picked up the two-way radio again, “Okay, Stan, we’re gonna drive around the park once more, then head back if you all want to get ready to go with us.”
“Melora isn’t sure,” Stan said, “She’s thinking we should stay.”
“Jesus,” Luis said, venting the frustration Brent was already feeling with the woman. “You’ve gotta do what’s right for you, Stanley. You think on it; try to talk her into coming. I’ll call back in half an hour. If you haven’t made up your mind by then, we’re going without you.”
Luis looked at Brent, as if only realizing at that moment he’d forgotten to ask if Brent was coming along.
Brent nodded, but as Luis ended the call, he remembered his midnight commitment. 
“Shit, I can’t go. Not tonight, anyway. I left a note for Gina saying I’d be back at midnight.”
“Yeah, but if she’s not there when you get home, you know she didn’t see the note, and you can leave a new one telling her where we went.”
“Yeah,” Brent said, “but what if she came and then left? And she came back again at midnight looking for me?”
“You don’t think she’d leave a note, or hell, just wait for you?”
“I suppose,” Brent said. Luis made a good point. If Gina had come home, she wouldn’t leave. And if she did leave, she would definitely write a note updating Brent on her status. She left notes for everything; she’d definitely leave one when the world was circling the drain.
Yeah, well where’s the note when you woke up?
Not the same — she was probably outside when shit went down.
Outside at 2:15 a.m.? Come on, face the facts.
Well shit for dinner, you got me there.   
“I’ll think on it and have my mind made up by the time we get back. Worse comes to worst, I’ll catch up with you next day.”
“Um, hell no,” Luis said, “We’re in this shit together. You wait ‘til tomorrow, I wait.”
Brent smiled, “Thanks, man. I appreciate that.”
 
**
 
Not seeing anyone, they decided to drive back to Brent’s, listening to the radio the whole way, even if it was the same message on repeat. Something was reassuring about authority establishing some form of control and safety.
“Why do you think that’s the only safe zone?” Luis asked. “I mean, there’s a million easier places to get to than Black Island, right?”
“Maybe that’s why. Maybe its remote location makes it the only safe place left? Maybe those creatures, aliens, whatever, can’t cross water?”
“Can’t cross water, but they can appear over people’s beds and snatch them up in the middle of the night?”
“Well, that’s assuming we’re not dealing with two different things altogether,” Brent suggested.
“Or maybe the cloud things are like those things on Star Trek, teleportation devices? They zap us up to their spaceships and then come down and hunt the rest of us?”
“I dunno,” Brent said, shaking his head, “I’m just not thinking they’re aliens. It just seems, I dunno, so unlikely.”
“Any more unlikely than people vanishing?”
“No,” Brent said, as they got out of the car and headed toward his building.
They glanced at Stan’s apartment building. “Wanna meet me over there when you’re done?” 
Brent shook his head. “Nah, you can come up. Maybe you’ll get to meet my family.”
 
**
 
When they reached Brent’s apartment, his heart swelled at the sight of his open door.
They’re home! 
He was halfway to the door when Luis yanked him back with one giant arm, “I take it your door was closed when you left?” he whispered.
“Yeah,” Brent said, unable to wipe the goofy grin from his face. 
“It might not be them in your house,” Luis warned, his eyes void of any prior humor or warmth. Nothing but business. 
Brent swallowed, embarrassed by his childish optimism. He was normally a cynical bastard, and should have known better than to see an open door as a sign of fortune.
“Call to them,” Luis whispered, gun ready.
“Don’t shoot until you’re sure it’s not people,” Brent said, stepping in front of Luis. “Please. No accidents.”
“Don’t worry,” Luis said, “I won’t pull the trigger unless one of them is on you.”
“Thanks,” Brent said, as he moved closer to the door, looking inside, but seeing nobody in his apartment. “Hello? Gina? Ben? I’m home.”
Nothing.
“Hello?!”
He stepped toward the doorway, acutely aware of Luis at his back. He moved with slow intent, maintaining distance between Luis and his family, as he navigated the entrance hall.
His heart choked when he saw the disaster scattered in his living room. The dining room table was on its side, chairs were everywhere, some broken. It was like a rugby team had run into the living room, trampled the table, grabbed a few chairs, and threw them across the room, smashing his TV along the way.
“What the hell?” Brent said, unable to make sense of the scene.
Luis pushed past Brent, gun raised, and stepped into the hall. “Stand back,” he said to Brent.
“Be careful,” Brent pleaded, getting his own gun ready.
Luis pushed open the first door, the bathroom, then headed to the master bedroom with the fluid movement of a well-trained SWAT officer. He left the bedroom, still intact, then headed toward Ben’s room. Brent rushed to Luis’s side and stepped in front of him, “Wait,” he said, “I’ll go.”
Brent pushed the door open with the gun, and prayed his son wouldn’t run out.
He’d never been so glad not to see his family.
“Whatever was here is gone,” Luis said.
As if on cue, his radio beeped.
“Yeah?” Luis asked.
“Wh ... where are you?” Stan asked, his voice at a whisper, packed with fear.
“Across the street, why?”
“They’re in here.”
“Who’s in there?”
“The creatures. I heard them in the hallway, making this God-awful sound.”
“You have the guns, right?” Luis asked.
“Yes,” Stan said, “Can you see anything outside?”
Luis and Brent rushed to the window in Ben’s room and were met with wisps of white fog brushing the window panes.
“Can’t see shit in this fog,” Luis said.
“How many are there?”
“I dunno, sounds like a lot,” Melora said.
“Wait, wait,” Stan whispered loudly, “I think they might be leaving. Hold on, I’m gonna try and look through the peephole.”
“No,” Luis said, “Just stay put. Do NOT make a sound.”
Too late, no answer. 
Brent and Luis listened as silence seemed to stretch to eternity. Brent was pretty sure he could hear Melora’s breathing over the light static.
And then all hell broke loose.
“Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!” Stan screamed, as something pounded like thunder.
Melora screamed.
Stan’s next scream was followed by the sound of ripping flesh and a rising chorus of “Click, click, click, click” sounds. 
“Stan!” Luis yelled into the radio.
“They’re eating him!” Melora screamed, but from a distance, as if she’d dropped the radio and was running into a room.
She fired two shots, three, and then screamed.
More flesh ripping, followed by what sounded like the splashing of blood and Melora’s gurgling death cries.
Then nothing but silence, except for the clicking, like animals celebrating a kill. 
Brent’s heart felt like it missed every other beat as the drama played out over the radio, just a couple hundred yards and another world away.
“Stan!” Luis screamed, and suddenly the clicking stopped.
Brent’s eyes shot wide open, waiting for what would come next over the radio as if he would see, not hear it. But they were met with silence.
They heard us!
And then footsteps.
Then the sound of a hand fumbling with the radio, followed by a ragged racket of breathing as it pulled the radio closer to its mouth.
Brent stared at Luis, as both men waited for the next sound.
“Click, click, click, click,” from one, at first, and then many.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 12 — Mary Olson
 
 
It looked more like demolition than disaster. 
The debris was centralized in a towering core, piled skyscraper-high in the center of the blackened tundra. Power lines, cars, splintered lumber, slabs of concrete, even cracked airplanes, and what looked like an entire freeway were laying in massive, oversized chunks. 
Mary’s voice was a prisoner in her throat. Jimmy’s, as usual, wasn’t. “Holy shit balls, this is some Roland Emmerich shit right here.” 
“Who?” It was amazing Paola cared. 
“He’s a shit director,” Jimmy said laughing. “Crap movies, but cool looking most of the time. Aliens must’ve been looking at his storyboards.” 
John turned and glared at him, then pulled to the side of the road. All four survivors stepped from the SUV, wordless. Desmond was already out of the van.
The destruction gathered in the middle made no sense. It was as though the area had somehow imploded and exploded at the same time. Impossible, sure, but the reality was giving them the stink eye all the same. 
It looked like the world had exploded before a massive tornado came and picked everything up then deposited it in a single location. No bodies were there, but no rubble was there either. Not exactly. The gravel and detritus that should’ve carpeted the ground wasn’t there. Instead, they were ankle deep in some sort of charred rock, surprisingly uniform and each roughly the size of a golf ball, though the debris was angular, not round — volcanic looking, and almost beautiful.
“Do you think this is Ground Zero?” Mary asked.
John picked up a chunk of debris. “Looks like obsidian, feels like glass, but seems like ... wood. I don’t think this is Ground Zero. If this is what caused it all, the forest wouldn’t have been so green just a few miles back.”
“He’s right,” Desmond said. “Stuff would be scattered away from here, not gathered here if this were the point of origin. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Paola stared past the horizon. Mary wondered what kept her from crying. Her father cried like a baby when touched the right way. She’d seen it happen during commercials and sporting events. Especially when a player he liked did something historic.
“How long do you think all the black goes for?” Paola asked Desmond. 
“No way of knowing,” Desmond rose from his knee, dropped the hunk of rock, wood, or whatever it was, into the pile with a glassy thud, then looked at Paola. “But if I’m telling you what I think, I bet black crashes into green again just a few miles up the road.” 
“Do you think the Army Base will still be there?” Paola asked, her voice  surprisingly strong. Mary was proud. 
“You’re old enough for me not to lie to you, so I won’t say yes. I think the base and the people in it are probably gone like the rest of everything. I figure it’ll be empty or worse. Whatever happened was probably something the Army couldn’t have prepared for even if they knew it was coming. Might even be something we can’t fully understand. What I do know is that it’s our best hope at the moment. Even if there’s no people, there may be supplies. And it could offer some safety.”
“Safety from what?” Jimmy asked.
“Every environment has its predators, and predators like easy prey. We need to stick together. Our number is already too small, and we can’t afford to let it shrink.”
“Mr. Desmond,” Paola said, “Can we find someplace to sleep? I don’t want to drive after dark.”
“Great idea,” Jimmy said. 
The sun was already a mean shade of orange, and it felt just a few feet away. It would be gone in minutes, even though it couldn’t have been later than mid-afternoon. Desmond’s chest rose and his nostrils flared as if he were going to let loose with a decisive NO. It was clear he wanted to keep driving. He opened his mouth, but closed it quickly. He opened it again, but before he could speak John interrupted.
“It’s not a democracy. If the guy with the guns and supplies says GO, then around the board we shuffle.” 
Desmond smiled. “No need for that, John. Yes, of course, Paola. We’ll stay at the first safe place we can find. Might as well take advantage of the full End-Of-Creation discount.” He offered a wan smile at John and got into the van.
 
**
 
The Suburban followed Desmond for seven miles, then chased it down the first off-ramp with a bank of hotels waiting. Just as Desmond predicted, total devastation had ended just three miles past the pileup, meaning the obsidian rubble and mammoth pileup was definitely the evil eye of something. 
The hotel was a Drury Inn, a nice one. And to their rather wonderful surprise, the electricity was working, with all locks set to “open.”
They chose four rooms, next to and across from one another, all on the first floor. The five weary travelers took a much-needed three-hour rest, then showered, dressed in clean clothes, and met in the lobby bar for drinks. Four hours later, everyone was drunk, including Paola in a virgin Shirley Temple sorta way. Everyone was still wearing the shock, but the last few hours had stretched the fabric.
Mary sat with her daughter and Jimmy, but her attention was on the bar, a few feet away, where Desmond approached John. 
“How’re you doing, man?” Desmond placed his back to the bar and looked into John’s fully toasted brown eyes with his slightly tipsy green ones. 
John shrugged. “What can I say? We stared into the soul of absolute emptiness, and it just stared right back.” He poured some fire down his throat, then emptied the rest of the bottle into an oversized glass. 
“I won’t tell you to stop, just remind you once more that every one of us matters right now. I’m sure I speak for the group when I say I’d prefer to not leave the hotel one man shy in the mañana.”
John’s face softened. “I’ll be fine. A man has a right to grieve without the entire world getting in his way.”
Desmond poured some of John’s drink into his own glass, nodded at John, swallowed the fire in one large gulp, then set his glass on the bar and approached Jimmy, Paola, and Mary. The kids were cracking up.
“What’d I miss?”
“Paola says I smell like a marijuana skunk.”
“She has a point,” Desmond said. 
“She always does, whether I like it or not.” Mary laughed. Her wine glass was near empty, so she went to the bar to fill it. “It’s getting warmer in here,” she said walking back. “Do you feel that?”
“I do,” Paola said. Jimmy nodded. 
“Might be five degrees,” Desmond said, “but the difference is definitely there.”
 
They ignored the climbing thermostat and fell deeper into their drinks. Eventually, Paola made herself a bed by pulling two lounge chairs together. She was asleep seconds after her head touched the pillow they’d grabbed from a room. Jimmy managed a few minutes of small talk, then offered to pass the peace pipe with the rest of the grownups. When they declined, he smiled and slipped away to enjoy his stash, saying, “More for me,” with a giggle.
Mary smiled at Desmond and said, “So, we’re all alone, and it’s the end of the world where money doesn’t matter. Will you finally tell me how you made all yours?”
Desmond laughed. “I’ve told you before.” 
“How about telling me in a way I understand?”  
“I use the Internet.”
“So do I, so does everybody. My cards were wholesaled across the world on my own dot com. I know how I do it. How do you do it?”
“Well, there’s no easy answer. Cool thing about the Internet is it’s still mostly frontier. There’s plenty of treasure for anyone who knows how to dig. Best part is, you can even learn how to make the treasure yourself.”
They’d been down this road before. His answers, no matter how thorough, usually left her more confused than when he started, and sounded more like a rousing speech about online potential than a solid business model. “You make it sound like magic.”
“It is, sorta. Just like any illusionist, Internet entrepreneurs can make the impossible look like downright inarguable.” Desmond took a drink. “Money isn’t hard to make. You just need to find a river and dip your bucket. But the Internet makes finding the rivers a whole hell of a lot easier.”
“I don’t care what you say. It’s not that easy.”
Desmond blushed. “Okay, it’s not that easy. But it’s easier than you think. People go online to look for stuff, right? If you have what they’re looking for, can lead them toward it, or help them keep it organized once they get it, then there’s good money to be made — and a neverending supply of leads.” 
“But what do you do?” Mary figured it had to be shady if he couldn’t say what it was in 10 words or less. 
“I don’t do anything illegal, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
Mary laughed and shook her head, “I never said that.”
Desmond smiled with a blush, “I make a lot of stuff. I have a company that builds ‘roads’ that help users get from A to B quickly, software that helps people organize the growing assault on their digital lives, and a publishing company that releases heavily-researched white papers and reports. It used to be mostly Buyer Beware-type consumer lists we wrote for,” he looked at Mary seriously. “People will pay to be informed, so we used to do a lot of work at the consumer level, but we’ve moved into science and alternative research. The dollars are exponentially larger, and some of our papers have commanded ... well, staggering fees.”
“So what do you do all day?”
“Look for and evaluate new information, talk to my team, read, write, watch movies. Sometimes I play Call Of Duty.” He smiled.
“Why don’t you live someplace else? New York, Los Angeles, Sydney even! Why Missouri?”
“Missouri’s where I grew up. It’s my home, a great place to disappear and get lost in the quiet. But I love to travel, and fly out often. I get my fill of adventure, then come home to space and silence. My mom and dad lived over in Festus, close enough to visit, but far enough to leave me mostly alone.” 
Desmond noticed the final swirl sitting at the bottom of Mary’s nearly empty glass. “May I?” 
“No,” Mary said. “Terrible idea. I can’t believe I’m still standing as it is. But I’m glad we did this. Thanks for letting us stay here. It’s nice to get off the road, and get some sleep in a decent place. And I think I might actually sleep.” Paola snored loudly. Mary and Desmond traded a quiet smile. 
“I didn’t ‘let’ us do anything. We’re a team, and I’m sorry about the democracy comment.” He looked over at Paola. “Just know you’re doing great. I can’t imagine how hard it must be, worried about another life full-time like that.”
“Thanks. It’s the uncertainty that makes it so hard. I just want to know what she’s thinking. It kills me to have no idea, and to feel so powerless to help her.”
“She’s doing great, too. You should be proud. She’s strong and smart, just like her mom.” He yawned, then said, “Ready for tomorrow?”
“Only if I get the sleep I need tonight,” she said, following his cue again, and quietly thanking him for making it so easy. 
Jimmy had his head against the wall, asleep in the corner. John was passed out, his cheek against the polished wood, fuel leaking from his open mouth. Paola was asleep in the middle of a row of chairs. Desmond made a bed to Paola’s right; Mary stayed on her left. 
“Good night, Mary.” 
“Good night, Desmond.”
They were asleep in less than three minutes. 
 
When Mary woke, her daughter was gone. 
 
 
 



“THINGS THAT GO BUMP … ”
 



Chapter 1 — Paola Olson
 
Oct. 16
Early morning
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
 
Paola jolted awake as if she’d been falling in her dream. Only it wasn’t gravity that snapped her back to reality, but rather the sound of her name being whispered in her ear.
She woke expecting to see somebody standing over her. However, nobody was there. The voice must’ve been an echo of her dream world that followed her to her waking life. 
She strained to listen, in case someone had actually called her name. The only other sound in the eerily still hotel lobby was a low growl rolling from her mother’s open mouth; a baby soft bark so familiar it was more lullaby than irritant to Paola. The world was a blur, and her mother was barely visible in the shadows that floated through the room like a dark cloud.
She blinked her eyes, trying to figure out which side of the dream she was on.
Must be a dream, the real world isn’t so … murky.
Paola laid her head on the pillow and closed her eyes. Ninety-nine … 98 … 97 … 96 … 95 ... On other nights, she rarely made it past 65 or so before sleep claimed her. Ninety-four … 93 … 92 … 91 … 90 ...
“Paola!” This time the voice was louder, and she had no doubt she’d heard it.
Paola sat up straight in bed. It was her father’s voice, coming from the far side of the still-murky lobby.
“Paola, are you in there?”
This has to be a dream!
“Paola, please! Are you there?”
This was definitely a dream. She was sure of it now. Her father wouldn’t be able to find her out here in the middle of nowhere unless it was a dream.
“Paola!”
Paola pushed the cushions aside and rose to her feet. It would be nice to see the real him, but that was okay if it wasn’t. The Dream Daddy would have to do for now. Though the shadows scared her, she knew she had nothing to fear. When bad stuff happened in dreams, all you had to do was wake up. And she knew how to do that well; she did it all the time. It’s how she could sometimes dream about the stuff she wanted to dream about, without having to dream about the stuff she didn’t. 
“Paola? Shortcake?”
Paola stopped at the side of her mom’s makeshift bed. Up close, she could see her better through the shadows. Mary’s eyes fluttered beneath their lids as she pulled the fat pillow in her arms and cradled it to her chest. Another low rumble came from her throat. It flirted with leaving her mouth but ended up whistling through her nose instead.
This is like the hide-n-seek dream. That was a good one. 
Paola tiptoed toward her father’s voice, past her mom and Desmond, past John, his face still pasted to the bar, then past Jimmy and into the dining room. 
Paola loved the hide-n-seek dreams. She looked forward to them, even tried to make herself have them sometimes as she lay in bed counting down to the possibility, starting from 100. 
She always played this in her dreams with Daddy, just the two of them. And in the dreams, she always felt a few years younger, before she began to feel too old to call her parents mommy and daddy. Before good feelings were replaced with the realization that her parents weren’t the perfect people she used to idolize.
He’d usually call for her while she did her best to stay hidden. The longer she was gone, the more desperate he’d get to find her. He would call and call and chase her through the house, looking through windows and opening doors. “I love you, Paola. Please let me find you so we can be together. Don’t make me wait any longer. As soon as I find you, we can go and find Mommy together!”
And they always did. He would find her first; under the bed, in the closet, behind the oak tree outside, behind the hot water heater in the basement, or in the pantry. Once he sniffed her out, he would open her hiding place door with a playful loud roar, then they would spend a few minutes laughing before holding hands and adventuring off together on a quest for Mommy. 
He never took more than a few minutes to find her, and no matter how different the hide-n-seek dreams were, they always had the same sort of ending: the three of them eating ice cream, watching a movie, or doing any one of the million-and-one things Paola had gone from doing to missing each day in the real world.
Something was different about this dream, though.
The hide-n-seek dreams always started good and kept getting better. This one had just started and was already turning into a creeping kind of terrible. The shadow of something ugly twisted the familiarity of the usual dream, souring her warm nostalgia into something wretched.
Paola could’ve sworn she was in the kitchen, but was confused by the long hallway now in front of her. That made what was happening feel like even more like a dream. She was always retracing her steps in her sleep. 
I was in the lobby, then I walked through the restaurant and into the kitchen. But now I’m in a long hallway. And it looks like it goes for miles, like the hotel in Vegas where we stayed when we were still a family. 
Paola spun around. The endless hallway was mirrored on both sides, with 100 identical doors crowding each direction.
No, this was not the hide-n-seek dream. This was one of the other repeating dreams, where her daddy wanted to show her something, but never got around to it. In these dreams, she always felt lost and alone as she tried to keep up with him, following him for what felt like forever, through twisting halls and endless, winding stairwells. The buildings were always weird and never stayed the same shape for long.
This felt mostly like that, but this world wasn’t soft like her dreams.
That’s how she usually knew she was dreaming. Whenever she wondered whether or not she were dreaming, she could push hard on a wall, tree, or other inanimate objects to know for sure. If the object gave under pressure, she was dreaming.
The world she was walking through now was not soft, though. Despite the changing, impossible architecture, nothing budged under her touch.
“You’re doing great, Shortcake. Almost there. Just a few more steps.”
The hallway disappeared, and the doors went with it. Paola blinked and was back in the kitchen, standing in front of a long, steel table, a lot longer than it should have been. On top of the counter, directly in front of Paola, lay a large butcher knife, almost cartoonish in size.
Paola picked up the blade, its metal handle cold to the touch, and rotated it in her hand, staring at her warped reflection and wondering why she looked so real if this were only a dream. She looked at herself in dream mirrors all the time, but never had her reflection seemed so real.
She set the butcher knife back on the counter, then walked the half mile or so through the kitchen and into the milky clouds of fog that covered the world.
She walked for more than a mile, except now the distance had turned real. Not like the fake miles inside the hotel that acted like forever but were only a feeling. 
Rocks, branches, and a shallow pool of shattered glass dug into her feet, stinging and tearing her flesh. She looked down, surprised to see blotches of red on her white skin, brown on the black asphalt. 
The pain in her feet made the dream feeling fade. 
She would have forced herself awake right there, but then she saw a square clearing in the night sky ahead with no fog at all, but rather a neon, blinking billboard that read, DADDY THIS WAY with a big, red arrow aimed in the direction she was walking. She would walk on.
Just past the billboard, Paola saw the bright, white canopy of a gas station, its rows of yellowed and aged fluorescent lights cutting through the fog. The station sat in the middle of all the light, making it look like an oil painting hanging from the middle of a big, black frame. The darkness surrounding the station made it seem as though all the world’s light was concentrated under the canopy. Most of that light gathered in the middle, bathing a tall man slouched against a fuel pump.
A chill went through Paola.
The man was her father, only not quite. Same hair, same smile, same eyes, but different clothes, as though he were dressing up to play her daddy, but he’d missed the finer details that made her dad’s style. He was even wearing one of those hats they wore in old films and Indiana Jones movies. The hat looked fake, but the stubble on her daddy’s cheek was real so Paola raced forward, the pain in her feet all but a distant memory.
“Daddy?”
“Paola!” He took off his hat, fell to his knees, and wrapped his arms around her. “I’ve missed you so much, and I was so worried.”
“I’m so glad you’re okay!” Paola said. “Do you know what happened to everyone?”
“No, but I do know how we can find out. You have to come with me right now, then we’ll come back and get your mom before she wakes up.”
“We should go and get Mommy first.” 
“No, we can’t, because she’s sleeping right now and we’d have to wake her.”
“She won’t mind. Come on, Daddy.” Paola waved her arms back toward the hotel. 
He sighed, then shook his head. “It’s okay, Shortcake, I promise. She won’t even know you’re gone. And as soon as we get back, we can all go out and get ice cream. Your new friends can come with us, and everyone will be happy. It’s just like playing hide-n-seek, except right now your mom’s sleeping instead of hiding.”
Paola shook her head. “She won’t mind if we wake her up. No one will. They’ll be excited. And she’ll probably be mad if I leave without telling her.”
“But it’s me, I’m your father. Besides, it’s my week. You’re supposed to be with me right now, anyway.”
That doesn’t sound like Daddy at all. 
“I want to go back to the hotel, Daddy.”
Paola’s father rose to his feet, returned his hat to his head and flashed Paola a movie star smile. “Come on, Shortcake. We’ll be 15 minutes tops.”
Paola shook her head and took a step back. The dream part felt like it was fading.
“Okay then,” he held his hand out for Paola, “We’ll wake her first, but we’ll have to be careful. You know how fucking awful she is when she doesn’t get her sleep.”
Paola froze. 
Dream Daddy would never say anything mean about Mommy. Or use that kind of language. Neither would Real Daddy. 
“Why did you say that, Daddy?”
Paola knew she’d never hear an answer because her father’s face started to change right that second, mouth first as it drooped horribly. The nose went next; shifting, contorting, and folding itself inside out in an angry-looking, liquid motion. It looked like the devil was giving birth, like every bad thing Paola had ever seen, heard of, or thought up, was suddenly given two long and skinny legs.
Her father’s skin grew bright-red, wet, shiny as the muscles and bones beneath the flesh seemed to churn like someone was running a mixer in the thing’s insides. The monster looked kind of like the black thing they’d seen in the road, but different in ways Paola couldn’t quite place as she had turned away from the creature in the road pretty quickly. It was then that Paola realized with horror that she could not look away from this thing that was not her father.
Its eyes, dark, black, and evil, were the only constant as its face shifted form again and again like it was searching for the right fit. Her head began to hurt as if something were pressing hard sticks against her skull. Or fingers.
And that’s when she realized it had reached out and was clutching her skull, and somehow forcing its way into her mind.
Memories began to flicker past her mind’s eye. Things she’d not thought about in years.
I’m 5, and we’re sewing a pillow for the Tooth Fairy. We have to hurry because my tooth is hanging to my gums. Daddy comes in the room smiling. He just finished building a tiny bed for the Tooth Fairy, in case she gets tired and wants to rest before she finishes for the night. 
Her headache grew worse as if her head were being crushed beneath the pressure of the monster’s fingers. And just like that, she could no longer remember what her daddy had built for the Tooth Fairy. And a moment later, she could no longer remember what age she was when the Tooth Fairy visited. And then after that, the memory itself was gone, leaving her confused, as if trying to recall a name she’d heard once five years ago.
He’s digging through my mind like when Mommy digs through her garden. He’s filling his baskets with memories instead of flowers, and yanking them up by the roots. He’s taking them with him. 
She cried out and tried to smack the monster’s arms away, but her body wouldn’t cooperate. It wasn’t hers to control any longer. She’d become little more than a puppet.
A few moments later, she lay on the cold, concrete ground of the gas station, unable to remember what happened, or how she’d gotten there. Nor could she remember her name.
The only thing she knew for certain was she was about to die.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 2 — Charlie Wilkens
 
Oct. 17
Early morning
Pensacola, Florida
 
 
As they got comfortable in the house in Pensacola, Charlie settled into the hope that things might be okay. They hadn’t seen any creatures since leaving Jacksonville, but they also hadn’t seen survivors. That was just fine by Charlie.
The house, a three-story mansion on the water, belonged to Bob’s brother, Derek, who was gone to no one’s surprise. Rather than be upset by the news, Bob was relieved to find the brother he hated was on the highway to heaven or hell or where-the-fuck-ever.
The house was easily the nicest Charlie had ever been inside. The photos of Derek and his family arranged in a neat row on the wall told Charlie exactly why Bob didn’t care for his brother. He was gay, with a black boyfriend and an adopted Chinese toddler girl. Even if Bob weren’t racist, the boyfriend wouldn’t jive with Bob’s hard-line, anti-queer views. 
Charlie wondered how someone like Derek — successful, good-looking, gay, and who didn’t hate minorities — could be related to Bob, who was the tail’s side of the coin on all those things. Well, except the gay part. Charlie figured anyone as homophobic as Bob was probably deep in the closet hiding behind a pink taffeta gown or two.
Charlie had gotten a taste of Bob’s homophobia the previous fall when he tried growing his hair out to look less geeky.
“What are you, a faggot?” Bob harangued him repeatedly.
One time, Charlie was feeling snarky, and answered, “Yeah, want a kiss?”
Bob answered with a swift smack in the mouth. That night at dinner, Bob demanded Charlie cut his hair or he would hold him down and shave him bald.
“You’ve got a choice,” Bob said, “You have your mom take you to one of those faggy salons so you can get it cut nice and short or I will strap you down and shave you.”
“Mom,” Charlie pleaded, “He can’t do this.”
His mom had that look.
She wasn’t willing to turn the burner up on Bob’s temper. “You’ll look handsome, honey. We’ll take you to the place Chad’s mom takes him. You like Chad’s hair, don’t you?”
Charlie just shook his head. He could hardly look at her. He was more pissed at her than Bob. She was his mother. She was supposed to fight for him, not help the enemy. Charlie fled from the table. The next morning, he took his bike and went to the barber he’d gone to for years and got a shorter haircut, vowing to grow it out the minute he turned 18.
Now, as he drifted in Derek’s pool, Charlie considered growing his hair out again. It was already longer than it had been in years, though Bob hadn’t seemed to notice in some time. The world was gone; Bob couldn’t get too pissed. It wasn’t like Charlie’s haircut would cost him a job with some Fortune 500 company.
Charlie glanced at Bob, who manned the barbecue grill, cooking some recently-thawed burgers from Derek’s deep freezer. He thought about mentioning his plans to grow his hair, but Bob had been in a decent mood today. No need to rock the boat. 
Callie, who had been in the house reading, came out in blue fleece shorts and a gray T-shirt.
“Look out,” she said, jumping in next to Charlie, causing him to go under and swallow a huge mouthful of chlorinated water.
He came up gagging, and saw Callie laughing. 
“Thanks,” he said, splashing water at her.
She splashed back, and moved closer to him, then jumped behind him, and pushed him under the water.
“Hey!” he said, coming up, and grabbing her shoulders.
For a moment, time seemed to slow, and their eyes locked again, as they had in the parking lot. He noticed her nipples poking through her tee, could see the outline of her breasts, as the wet shirt clung to her. He quickly glanced away, but not before she’d noticed. She smiled, then dunked him again.
He came up, this time behind her, and wrapped her head in a playful headlock. As their bodies touched underwater, Little Charlie was at full attention. As she tried to break free of the headlock, her ass rubbed against his cock, and he couldn’t help but think she noticed. She pulled away, laughing, as she pushed off of him and swam away.
He went underwater, and closed his eyes trying to wish his embarrassing erection away.
Baseball … Bea Arthur … that old guy on those bran commercials WITH Bea Arthur.
When it was safe to come up, Callie was at the edge of the pool, Bob standing over her, chatting her up. Though he was clearly checking out her tits, Callie didn’t seem to notice. She was either the coyest of flirts ever or naive to what men were always focused on. Bob was just smooth enough not to get busted by Callie, but more than a couple of times, Charlie had caught him sneaking peeks. Each time, Bob would wink at Charlie or make a crude gesture.
Bob said he was just encouraging Charlie to “tap that ass.” But Charlie couldn’t help but think Bob wanted to do some tapping, himself.
Charlie felt sick, watching Bob joke with Callie while she giggled in waves.
Is she flirting with Bob? Or is she so nice that she’s oblivious to his creepiness? 
It wasn’t as if there were anything between him and Callie, though they had been getting closer — whenever Bob wasn’t around as the third wheel.
While Callie was kind of a bad ass, she was also nice, funny, and kind of geeky. Not in a socially awkward way like Charlie, but in the things she liked — comics, video games, and sci-fi and fantasy books. All the same things Charlie liked. It was as if God, or whoever or whatever made everyone vanish, had picked the perfect girl to strand him with. He couldn’t help but think fate had brought her to him. Or perhaps, fate’s cruel sister, irony, to create and present someone so much like him, yet so much better looking that she’d never have anything to do with him.
Charlie had been relegated to the “friend” role far too many times with attractive girls. If you fell into the friend zone, you never escaped. One girl (who was rejecting him at the time) told him, “A girl knows within 10 seconds if she’ll sleep with you. If you don’t make a great impression right away, you’ll never get with her.”
Needless to say, Charlie had never made that kind of impression on any girls. He had too many things going against him. He was geeky and homely, with zits, and as more than a few girls had also told him bluntly, he was “too nice.”
Charlie told himself that “too nice” didn’t really mean too nice. It was code for too ugly, or perhaps the girl was too immature to appreciate a nice guy. Girls his age seemed to like so-called bad boys. And given the number of young women (even 10 years older than him) who seemed to be attracted to losers, he wasn’t sure when that infatuation with assholes ended. He hoped it was before they got old, or he was screwed.
Callie didn’t seem like other girls, though. So, he had to be very careful not to miss his one chance at bat. He had to make a good impression before she could put him in the friends-only zone. The way he saw it, he had a couple of things going for him. They met in an emotionally charged moment. He saved her life (a brave and selfless act). And, as far as they knew, he was one of the last two men on Earth, and the other was an old, drunk asshole. Even if Charlie wore headgear, had uncontrollable, explosive diarrhea, and suffered from involuntary spasms, he was pretty sure he made a better match for a woman than Bob.
But Charlie also had things working against him.
Aside from not being Brad Pitt, he was also a white guy. A VERY white guy, so pale he would likely be a lobster after an hour in the pool. And he didn’t know if Callie even liked white guys. He wasn’t even sure what she was, if she were light-skinned black or mixed race, which the blue eyes made likely. In either event, white guys might not be her thing. He had never been attracted to a black girl before now. Nothing racial, just not something he’d ever considered, just like he wasn’t attracted to redheads. You like who you like, not much you can do about it. But that also meant Callie liked who she liked, and geeky, pale guys might not be on that list.
And for all he knew, she might like assholes … like Bob.
Yet, he felt something with Callie. When they spoke, when their eyes met, moments were there, just outside of time, when they seemed to connect on a deeper level. He didn’t know if it was just his brain’s way of lending importance to lust because he was experiencing it, or if it was something real and deep. And maybe Callie was feeling it, too?
He’d been trying to work up the courage to make some sort of move since last night, but each time they were alone and in deep conversation, Bob would show up to cock block Charlie. Either Bob was oblivious as hell or even more evil than Charlie thought.
Tonight, Charlie decided, as he watched Bob joking with Callie, would be the night he’d make a move.
It was, after all, the end of the world. Who knew how long they had? 
 
**
 
Bob got weird at dinner. 
They were sitting at Derek’s fancy, dark, wooden table, which could have easily seated 10, when Bob set down the burgers on a giant plate, along with a bag of chips. He was bringing a baking dish from outside, which he’d cooked canned chili in, when it slipped from his hands and shattered on the floor.
“Dammit!” Bob shouted, his eyes quickly targeting Charlie, “Why can’t you clean up when you track water in here?”
“What?” Charlie said, confused. 
“Don’t play stupid. You tracked water in here when you got out of the pool. And because you’re too damned lazy to clean it up, I slipped, and dropped our fucking dinner!”
“No, I didn’t,” Charlie said defensively, “I came in through the bathroom door, and dried off in there.”
“Are you calling me a liar, boy?” Bob said, his face redder than his bloodshot eyes.
“No,” Charlie said, confusion turning to panic. “But I swear, I came in through the bathroom.”
“Oh, so now I’m just imagining some spill on the floor, right? Next you’re gonna say I didn’t even drop the dish, I just threw it down on purpose, right?”
Charlie looked down at the floor and while a small puddle of water was next to the broken, blue baking dish and mess of chili all over the floor, it wasn’t from him, meaning it had to be from Callie. He glanced at her, her tongue tied and eyes frightened, then back at Bob. 
“Maybe it was me,” he said, lying to protect her.
“I’m sorry,” Callie said, “Actually, I think I might have come in through the door and forgot to wipe it down.”
Bob stared at her, then back at Charlie, momentarily defused, and running a hand through his hair, then looked back at Charlie, “Clean this shit up, boy.”
“What?” Charlie said, “Why me?”
He regretted the words even as the last one trailed from his mouth.
“Excuse me?” Bob said, inches from Charlie’s face and reeking of alcohol, “Because I fucking said so. Things are gonna change around here. I worked my ass off so you and your momma could have a decent life. I worked night and day, busting my ass, and all you ever did was suckle on my tit, like a fucking parasite. You never did shit around the house, never contributed in any way, whatso-fucking-ever. But I got news for ya, boy, your momma ain’t here no more. Time’s are a changin’ and you’re gonna earn your keep if you wanna stay under my roof! It’s time you grow the fuck up and be a man!”
Charlie’s knee was bouncing as his throat tightened, and he struggled to hold back the tears of rage burning inside him. He couldn’t even look at Callie after being ridiculed like that by Bob. 
How can he?!
Charlie snapped.
“Under YOUR roof?! Your roof?! This is your brother’s house! And the house before this? My mother’s! Not yours! And according to her, you never paid your fair share! She had to beg you for money, because you held onto all yours and then had the balls to take hers, too! YOU are the FUCKING parasite, not me!”
Bob’s eyes widened, his jaw dropped.
And though Charlie knew he’d made a huge mistake, the look on Bob’s face, if for even a second, was worth the price of admission.
Bob screamed, throwing himself on Charlie. The two fell to the ground.
“You little fucker!” Bob screamed, punching Charlie square in the jaw.
Pain shot through Charlie’s face. Another punch found him right beneath the left eye and left his face at the edge of explosion. 
“No!” Callie screamed, pulling Bob away from Charlie. “Stop it!”
Bob reluctantly pulled away, glaring at Charlie.
Callie bent down to help him up, “Are you okay?”
Bob continued to glare as Charlie started to cry from pain and embarrassment. When Charlie responded in a sniffle, Bob smirked and walked to the fridge to get another beer. “Clean this shit up so we can eat like a family.”
 
**
 
The rest of dinner was uncomfortably quiet, as Charlie and Callie exchanged nervous glances while Bob seemed to almost completely forget about the whole damned thing.
As Bob drank, he told crude jokes, and even made small talk with Charlie, telling him he’d done well with the pistol at target practice earlier.
Charlie played along. His pride was wounded, as was his face, but if Bob was being nice now, he’d not look a gift horse in the mouth. Charlie started to understand how his mother must’ve felt living with a ticking schizophrenic time bomb, never knowing what would set it off or what would defuse it.
Bob got up to take a piss upstairs. Callie looked at Charlie, her eyes gentle.
“Thank you for lying for me. I’m so sorry. I should’ve spoken up sooner.”
“It’s okay,” Charlie said. “Better he take it out on me than you.”
As Callie gave him a giant hug, Charlie felt, despite his weakness, like a momentary hero.
 
**
 
9:12 p.m. 
 
Bob was in front of the TV in a drunken stupor, even though it wasn’t working. Callie and Charlie were playing chess upstairs in the bedroom Callie had taken as hers for however long they planned (and there was very little planning involved with Bob) at Derek’s house. 
Thankfully, they hadn’t spoken again of “the dinner incident,” and Callie was being extra nice.
The house had five spare rooms in addition to the master bedroom, though only three had beds. While they’d each slept in separate rooms each night, Charlie was hoping tonight, Callie might stay with him.
He didn’t even want to have sex with her — though he would in a heartbeat — so much as just lie beside her and hold her. 
“Are you letting me win?” she asked as she took his black queen with her white bishop. “How could you have not seen that coming?”
“I dunno,” he said, trying to work up courage. His stomach was butterflies. “I was just thinking about stuff.”
“Like what?” she said, her beautiful eyes meeting his. 
“Um, I dunno,” he said, suddenly realizing that he didn’t even know HOW to make a move on a girl. 
Do I kiss her? Do I ask her out? Is asking someone out even possible now? I mean, how the hell are you gonna date when you don’t even know if you’ll be attacked by zombies tomorrow?
His head was spinning as he tried to think of something, anything, other than the rambling words falling awkwardly from his mouth. His mouth was moving a mile a minute, but he wasn’t hearing the words. It was just small talk, meaningless gibberish, as panic moved to full steam.
He had to get control of the situation before his lunatic ramblings sent her running.
Be bold. Be assertive. Girls respect boldness.
“I like you,” he said. His racing heart pushed out the three words, then stopped on a dime.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 3— Brent Foster
 
 
Oct. 15
9:47 p.m.
New York City
 
Brent’s apartment was a fortress of darkness, barely illuminated by a single, battery-operated lantern. A second light sat in the hallway, turned off to keep the batteries fresh.
The refrigerator blocked the doorway, and the kitchen table blocked the living room window. Brent’s mattress, dresser, and a trunk blocked the window in his and Gina’s bedroom. The window in Ben’s room was blocked, partly, by his mattress and dresser.
Their fortress wasn’t impenetrable by any means. They hoped it would slow the creatures down long enough to defend the apartment with the small arsenal spread out on the coffee table.
It had been nearly an hour since the massacre at Stan’s apartment. An hour of horrible silence and endless waiting.
“All this time, I was hoping Gina and Ben were out there, lost. But now I’m not so sure. If they’re out there, with those things, there’s … ” Brent couldn’t finish. The mere thought of some monstrosity attacking his wife or child, especially his child, was something worse than unimaginable.
But even as he tried to squash the thoughts from his mind, his brain drew the image of Ben seeing one of the monsters, thinking it was a cool cartoon or toy come to life, and calling out to it. And then the look in his son’s eyes as the thing came closer and then finally attacked.
Brent rose from the chair, pacing, wanting to do something, but not knowing what to do. What he could do.
“Do you think they’d be better off if they just vanished?” Luis asked.
“I don’t know. If the same creatures who killed Stan and Melora are also behind the vanishings, then no. But maybe … maybe whatever took all the people was actually saving them?”
“Saving them?”
“Yeah,” Brent said, the idea starting to spin and gather speed in his head, “Maybe some benevolent force was calling people up before these creatures showed up.”
“What? Like God or angels?”
“I dunno,” Brent said, “I mean, the things in the video didn’t seem all that godly, but would we know divine intervention if we saw it?”
“Then why didn’t this … divine source … take us all? I mean, I could see if it was the Rapture and all the sinners or nonbelievers were left behind. But if that were the case, the city would be packed with people, right? As far as we know, it’s just us four. Well, now two.”
As darkness enveloped the city outside, Brent and Luis took turns taking naps. Luis told Brent to go first, lying on the sofa while Luis sat in the recliner. Brent didn’t think he’d fall asleep. But as Luis was telling him a story from his life before the vanishings, Brent fell into the breath of nothing.
 
**
 
In Brent’s dream, he found himself reliving a year-old memory.
Brent and Gina were in bed, listening to the baby monitor as Ben whined, not wanting to sleep. He was almost 3 years old, and had been sleeping on his own for almost two years, but had suddenly developed a fear of sleeping in his bedroom. Gina was trying to sleep. It was 10:20 p.m., and she had to be up early. Brent was typing story notes on his laptop. He didn’t have to be to work until 11 a.m., but he had a few hours of work ahead of him still.
“How long do you want to let him cry it out?” Brent asked. “It’s been 15 minutes.”
Gina sighed, “We can’t keep giving in, or he’s not going to outgrow this.”
Gina was right, and surely in stress listening to her son cry yet not going to him, but she was strong. Brent found it hard to listen to his son’s cries without going to Ben’s room.
Ben’s recent night fears were likely inspired by Brent’s absence at home as he worked later and later. Most nights, his son was asleep before Brent got home. He couldn’t help but think if he went into Ben’s room and cuddled with him a bit, it would do more good than the harm Gina felt would come from surrender.
“I’m going in,” Brent said, closing his laptop.
“Sucker,” Gina said, playfully, and half asleep. He was glad she wasn’t going to argue with him. Raising a son was tough, but not agreeing on things with your wife made it harder. They didn’t have huge disagreements, just lots of little things, which added to the stress he already felt under the insanity of his workload.
He slipped from their room, laptop in hand, and set it on the dining room table before going into Ben’s room, dimly lit by the blue Stanley Train nightlight on the wall.
Ben was sitting up in bed, mouth wide open in full cry.
“Hey, buddy,” Brent said, “What’s wrong?”
“I want Daddy,” he said, his voice tired, ragged from crying.
“I’m here, buddy,” Brent said, “Want me to lay down with you for a few minutes?”
“Yeah,” Ben said, wiping tears from his cheeks.
Brent scooted his son over, slid next to him in the bed, put an arm around him, then rubbed his hair, which often soothed the boy to sleep. Ben relaxed almost immediately.
“Daddy loves you so much,” he said, hugging his son tighter and kissing the back of his head.
Usually, Ben would ask “how much” and they’d play a game where Brent would hold his hands apart in ever increasing amounts, saying, “this much.”
Ben fell asleep without response. It never failed to amaze Brent how quickly his son could go from fully alert to fast asleep. Or in the mornings, when he rose at the crack of dawn, from comatose to running around the house at warp speed.
As Brent lay beside his son, listening to his breathing slow and deep, he was tempted to get up and go back to working on his laptop. That was what he usually did after his son fell asleep, went right back to work.
But this time, something compelled him to stay.
As he stared at the back of his son’s head, and his soft, round cheeks, he was suddenly overwhelmed with tears. How Ben must feel never seeing his daddy, or being brushed aside when Brent had work to finish? He wondered how much damage he’d already done to his child’s psyche, self-esteem, and overall level of happiness by being such an absent father.
In that moment, his arm around his son, listening to him sleep, Brent started to see things with a clarity he’d never had.
Time was flying faster by the day, month, and year. Soon, his son would be older and wouldn’t want hugs from Daddy, and certainly wouldn’t want to snuggle with him in bed. And they’d probably wind up battling in the teen years, if Brent’s relationship with his own father was the normal trajectory for father/son relationships.
Moments like this, where Brent was everything in his son’s eyes, where Daddy could make everything alright with a hug, would soon be gone and lost forever.
This was it, now or never.
He decided to change, to make more of an effort to be home for his family. To live his life to the fullest.
Of course, that’s not what happened. The next day was the first of several staff meetings announcing deep newsroom cuts. Reporters would need to work harder, better, and more hours per week than ever before. Or they’d find themselves next on the list.
So, Brent kept running on the hamster wheel while another year flew by.
 
**
 
Brent woke with regret drowning his eyes.
As he wiped his tears, he looked at the recliner and saw that Luis had fallen asleep, a shotgun in his lap.
What time is it?
He glanced at his watch, an old-fashioned pocket watch Gina had given him when Ben was born. It was nearing midnight.
He was wondering if maybe Gina had already tried to get in the apartment, but was unable to.
As Brent rose from his seat, someone knocked on the door.
Luis snapped awake, gun ready.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 4 — Mary Olson
 
 
Oct. 16
Just after dawn
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
Mary screamed. 
Desmond, John and Jimmy were all awake and by her side in seconds. “What happened to her, do you know?” Desmond asked.
Mary shook her head, hysterical. She opened her mouth but her tongue was trapped. She tried to push a few words out, but the only things to leave were three long strings of guttural moans, followed by a soul-stripped bellow.
Desmond tried to calm her, but didn’t have the first clue how. Jimmy stared, his verbal cascade uncharacteristically still. Nothing in his upper-class adolescence had prepared him for an unannounced end of the world, or the bottomless torment of a grieving, panicked mother. John’s three miscarriages in six years of marriage gave him the sharpest tools in the room, but he was still too hazy from liquid poison to pull anyone from the abyss.
Desmond turned to Jimmy and John.
“John, I need you to sweep the lobby, everywhere across the common area on the first floor. Jimmy, go outside and look for anything unusual. Check the pool and trash areas. I’ll stay with Mary.” Jimmy nodded and turned toward the door. John was already on his way. 
Mary tried to catch her breath, fighting against the 900-pound weight that sat in her stomach and plugged her throat. 
She’d been in the wooly midst of a wonderful dream, where everything was okay — before her fate collided with an unimaginable future where her life’s work went from giving the country’s lovers the right words to say when they didn’t have their own, to keeping her daughter from the edge of oblivion. Life’s work that lasted all of a day before driving Mary to failure. 
No. She couldn't, wouldn’t allow that to happen. 
“She’s gone ... ” Two words, but the ending of the second was swallowed by a wave of heaving, shattered sobs.
“We will find her,” Desmond said in a soothing whisper. “She couldn’t have gone far. We just have to start looking.”
“You don’t understand,” Mary cried. “I can’t feel her anywhere. Not at all. It’s like she’s gone gone. No thoughts, no energy, nothing. It’s like … ” Mary fell into another pit of hysterics.
I have to stop. Paola needs me. She’s in danger every second it takes me to get myself together.  And if I don’t stop freaking out, things will get worse. 
Get it together, Mary. Now. 
If she’s dead, you killed her. 
Ninety-nine ... 98 ... 97 ... 96 ... 95 ...
Mary blended the rhythm of her breathing with the numbers in her head, slowly aligning her internal chaos with the new impossible reality.
Eighty-four ... 83 ... 82 .... 81 ... 80 ...
She took a long breath, then looked Desmond in the eye. “What do you think we should do?” 
Relief colored his face. Desmond pulled Mary into a sudden, surprising embrace, held her for a short moment, then pushed her softly away. “We’re going to find her, and everything will be okay,” he said, holding her eyes. “But we’ve gotta be smart right now, and make sure we’re not letting fear drive the bus. Okay?”
Mary nodded, then collapsed into a minute-long fit of coughing. 
John and Jimmy were back, standing a few feet away while waiting for their cue. “John, I want you to comb every corner of the first-floor offices. Bathrooms, office stalls, under the cushions, everywhere. Leave nothing out.” He turned to Jimmy. “I need you to check the rooms.”
“I already did,” he said. “Twice, she’s not in her room, or any of ours.” 
“No,” Desmond said. “I want you to check every room on the first floor. The locks are off so the doors should open. If they don’t open, make a list of rooms we need to check. We’ll go back and kick those doors in one by one.”
“Mary,” his face softened, “You should check the restaurant area. Go through the dining room and kitchen. Maybe Paola got hungry, went to find something to eat, and fell asleep. She was awfully tired, and the kitchen is the one area on the first floor where she might not have been able to hear us, even with all the screaming.”
“I’ll check the exits, inside and outside, and we’ll all meet back here as soon as we can.”
More words weren’t needed. The men went off, each hunter going to gather on his own, hoping he’d be the one to return a happy girl to her panicked mother and likely praying he wouldn’t find something that would haunt her forever. 
Mary examined the dining area. The end of the world must have happened pretty early in the morning, because the entire first floor of the hotel had few signs of life. Tables were cleared, chairs pushed in, and not a single item of clothing draped the furniture. She turned around and gave the dining area a final glance, waved to John who caught her eye from the other side of the lobby, then pushed the kitchen doors open to a powerful gust of her daughter’s emotional scent. 
She inched through the kitchen. Paola had been here. Mary took another step and was nearly knocked sideways by a powerful, unexpected wave of emotion featuring her ex-husband.
Her throat closed, and her head pounded. Her knees started to shake.
Why do I feel Ryan in here? I can almost hear his voice and smell the sweat on his collar. But that’s not possible.
A lone butcher knife resting on the counter sent an arctic chill through Mary. She picked it up, the chill grew colder. Paola had held the knife, maybe for a while. 
She shuddered, tossed the butcher knife on the counter with an angry clatter, then traded the cool, stale air of the kitchen for the crisp, early morning Missouri air. 
Desmond was also outside, 30 feet away, inspecting an exit. “Any luck?” he called.
Mary shook her head. 
“Let’s head back inside,” Desmond said, walking toward her. “I don’t think Paola is in the hotel, but we need to know for sure before we split up and look out here.” 
Mary felt like she was on the edge, about to fall. 
Demond said, “It’s going to be okay.” 
Mary nodded. 
Inside, everyone echoed the same report — they’d all seen more of the same — nothing.
“There are five floors in the hotel,” Desmond said. “John, you take the second. Mary takes the third. And I’ll take four and five. Jimmy stays down here in case Paola slips in or out. When we’re done, we meet back here. If we find nothing, then we clear out immediately.”
Desmond handed each of them a flashlight.
They headed up the stairwell, which was dimly lit by emergency lights just as the hallways were. Mary got off on the 3rd floor, and started with the first door on the right. Desmond was right. It was smart to search the hotel first, but hard to do when every molecule inside her wanted to run from the hotel on a hunt to pick up Paola’s scent and trail. Because if there was one thing Mary knew in this moment full of unknowns, it was this — her daughter was not in the Drury.
All the rooms in the first and second hallways were vacant, as were most of the rooms in the third. Then she opened the door to something so terrifying it managed to nudge a new thought in front of her missing daughter. 
Lying on the floor in the middle of two queen-sized beds was another of the charred-looking creatures they’d found twitching on the side of the road the day before. Though it looked different — the creature from the day before had been mostly still, quietly vibrating until Desmond and a pair of bullets stopped it forever. 
This one was alive, animated, waiting.
Mary had no time to measure the differences between the nightmares before the one at her feet was off the floor and lurching toward her. She screamed, then ran, but not before kicking the creature in its torso, knocking a piece of its flesh to the floor where it splattered in wet chunks.
Mary slammed the door behind her and screamed, hoping she’d draw attention from the others. The creature hit the door with a hard thud, then wailed in what sounded like a cruel attempt at human agony.
It’s in pain.
The thought gave Mary a chill. What if the creatures are victims, fallout from whatever atrocity had obliterated the world? Not that it mattered. Sympathy wouldn’t keep her or Paola alive, and though she felt certain the creature had nothing to do with her daughter’s disappearance, it was a threat.
Mary opened the door to the stairwell and took the stairs two at a time. She could hear the creature behind her on the other side of the stairwell door. She had a daughter to find and a team to protect; she couldn’t very well lead the creature to them, which is exactly what she’d be doing if she ran to the ground floor.
The door opened one flight above, and the creature writhed into the stairwell. It looked down, saw Mary, then stepped on the first step. She opened the door to the second floor, ran into the hallway, and slammed the door behind her. 
“John!” she yelled. No answer, the floor felt empty. Mary ducked into the first door across from the stairwell — a moderately-sized supply closet with shelves stocked full with tiny soaps, shampoos, and conditioners. But unless she planned on stabbing the creature with a sewing kit, nothing was useful as a weapon. 
Three rolling carts were there, however, each fully stocked for a fresh day of cleanup. Mary stepped inside, flicked off her flashlight, and shoved the closest cart against the door.
Just in time.
THUD ... THUD ... THUD ...
The creature threw its body repeatedly against the door, pushing the cart, and Mary, back.
THUD ... THUD ... THUD ...
The door inched open, edging the supply cart forward and spilling a seam of warm light into the dark supply room. Mary fell back against the rear wall of the supply closet, and pressed her legs against the cart closest to her, attempting to leverage them against the door to keep the monster out.
She closed her eyes and thought of Paola. 
If you’re dead it’s all my fault.
THUD ... THUD ... THUD ...
The door opened and closed again, pushing the carts forward before Mary kicked them back, forcing the door shut again.
THUD ... THUD ...  And then nothing.
For a moment, silence filled the air as Mary dared to hope the monster went on its way. She held her breath, trying to listen beyond the sound of her thumping heart.
And then she heard a terrible clicking sound.
THUD!
The door smashed open, the carts rolled forward, banging into Mary, as the creature fell into the supply closet screaming and making that God-awful clicking sound. Its head swung back and forth, as if it were searching for Mary, then froze, its black eyes narrowing on her. 
Fuck.
She screamed, gripping the handle of the cart closest to her, and thrust the cart forward repeatedly against a second cart, which slammed into the creature.
The thing screamed, as Mary kept slamming the carts forward, until the creature stopped thrashing and fell forward onto the first cart, injured and squirming.
Mary gripped the flashlight, and swung down, slamming it into the thing’s skull over and over, warm blood spraying her.
It screamed. Terror, anger, agony as it pulled back, head half caved in, mouth still intact.
The creature’s wail sent Mary three steps back, just as a hunk of its face fell to the floor. Mary swallowed the bile in her throat, then launched a second assault at the creature’s head, bashing it repeatedly until the thing stopped screaming, clicking, and squirming, and collapsed to the ground.
Mary didn’t know if the creature was dead, or even if it could die, but it was down for a moment and that was enough. She swallowed again, keeping the bile in her belly, then squeezed past the carts and creature, and out into the hall. She dropped the bloodied light and raced through the stairwell door and down to the lobby where Jimmy, John, and Desmond were standing. 
The terror on her face sent the men to her side in seconds. “You okay?” Jimmy asked.
Mary swallowed, unable to talk at first, staring back at the stairwell door in shock, and amazed that she’d gotten away.
“What happened?” John asked, eyes wide and fearful.
“I just saw another one of those things, you know, like the dead thing we saw on the highway. The thing Desmond shot.” She looked at Desmond with a weak smile, then down at her shaking hands and the front of her shirt, covered in black blood. “I’m fine. I think I killed it.”
Desmond raced into the stairwell, grabbing a pistol from his waistband. 
“What about Paola? Anyone find anything?” Mary asked.
Mary could read the NO written on their empty faces. She was right, at least about Paola. No one found a trace. But John had seen one of the twitching creatures lying on the floor in one of the rooms. Almost pissed himself when he saw it, but the beast was either sleeping or dead so he closed the door and counted himself lucky. 
“I need to know which rooms the creatures are in,” Desmond said returning to them, “So we can make sure they’re dead. And then we move out and search outside for Paola.”
“Someone needs to stay here and wait in case she comes back,” Mary said. 
“Mary, I understand how you feel right now,” Desmond said, “but we have to stick together. We can’t afford for our numbers to get split. We’ll be able to help Paola better together, so let’s go outside and look. If we don’t find anything, we’ll come back.”
“No. Somebody needs to stay here,” she said.
Jimmy and John seemed willing, but both were looking to Desmond.
Desmond sighed. “Please, Mary. Let’s stick together and canvas the area. Chances are, she’s close. If not, we’ll be back in a few minutes. It’s what’s best, not just for all of us, but for Paola, too. I promise.”
“And what if we’re all out there looking for her and she comes back and, whoops, there’s another monster in the hotel and nobody here to protect her?” 
“I’ll stay,” Jimmy offered, “As long as you give me a gun.”
 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 5 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
 
Somewhere in Alabama
 
 
Boricio gnashed his teeth at the injustice of his blindfolded captivity.
Unfortunately for his captors, the beast had already freed himself from his chains, breaking out of the plastic restraints which had bound his wrists behind his back. His blood was boiling, kinetic violence waiting to crackle, holding for the time when no movement would be wasted on his return to the rotting corpse of the world outside.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out, but figured he hadn’t lost more than a day already. Still, that was a day longer than anyone had ever held Boricio. Unfortunately, he would have to lie on the burlap mat a bit longer, until he’d sussed out the situation.
Danger was in the room, and dangers were outside. Outside was probably worse. Much worse. Difference was, outside Boricio made some of the rules. He was busting out one way or another. Question was how many fuckers would have to die before he was rolling down the highway, windows down, and dialing into the latest on Boricio FM. 
Way he smelled it, he had six ways to end everyone in the room, and three of ‘em made a helluva lot of sense. One wouldn’t work, at least not until he could get a clearer picture of the distances between the last body and the wall, and the first body and the door. Of the remaining two, one was as easy as tenderizing a few pounds of meat. 
None of the prisoners was armed, Boricio figured. He’d need to rip off his blindfold, survey the room, then get clear to his far right within the first second. He had no way of knowing for certain whether the four “prisoners” were friendly or not, but he’d have to assume they were all cozy with Testosterone and the Big Nipple Bitch, because as Boricio had learned long ago, you never take anything as a given.
He’d start with the prisoner on the far right, snap his neck before anyone in the room knew what was happening. He’d move straight in a row, ending each of the blindfolded pigeons until he hit Silent Bob at the end. 
Bitch of it was, the strategy would have to flip a bitch in a second if any of the four prisoners were instead a guard. He’d still start with the guy on the far right, but would have to immediately grab the second guy so he could use his body as a shield while he figured out what to do with the other two fucktards. 
It wouldn’t be quiet, and that meant just seconds until Testosterone and Big Nipple Bitch came busting in with their Superdome-sized home court advantage and whatever weapons they carried.
Much as he hated to soak in the saltwater suck on this that came with murdering time, it was college cool to play the room until the right time. It would happen, and when it did, he’d let everyone in the room, dead and alive, know he was their new lord and savior, least for the six or so seconds they had the chance to swear allegiance. They were already on their knees at the end of the world; ain’t no better time than that to switch up deities.
Boricio would’ve already snapped a whole lot of spinal cords, but the shit that came falling from Silent Bob’s mouth a few minutes earlier had tripped him way the fuck out. 
He didn’t understand the dude’s words, but his tone was all wrong — sent an arrow straight into the bull’s-eye of Boricio’s terror like few things he’d ever heard. 
The Chinese had a weird ass ching chong ramma lamma ding dong of a language, but there was shit about it that just made good sense, way it was once explained to Boricio. Like the way they used the same words to mean different things, difference being in tone. 
“Tiger” “four” and “death” were all the same exact fucking word in Chinese, just the tone the chinks said it that made the difference. Most people in America would be too stupid to hear that shit; everyone would end up confusing one another all the time. But if a fucker can learn how to listen over there, then they can do it over here. Boricio knew everything he needed to know 99 percent of the time, and he got there with his ears and his eyes, and sometimes his nose. That’s what instincts were: listening to the music of the world around and never missing a note. When it came to hearing the fear in another man’s throat, Boricio had perfect pitch. 
Silent Bob was scared as fuck about something.
He saw something out there that he don’t know how to explain. His mind is turning it over and trying to measure it, but there’s too much and not enough and he can’t stir that shit up enough to make no sorta sense. And it’s mixed with the kinda fear a man gets when there ain’t no way he’s got more than 100 breaths left inside him.  
Whatever he saw, there was a chance it wasn’t human. A week ago that would’ve sounded like some science fiction bullshit to Boricio, but not anymore. Something soured the planet to memory — had to be global, otherwise some sort of cavalry would’ve been rolling in by now.
Something pointed the barrel at humanity. And it forgot to empty the chamber, or ran out of bullets. Either way, aliens, government, who-the-fuck ever — someone let the fires burn. And Boricio had a feeling that something was being done to clean up the mess. That something is probably what Silent Bob saw. It was something that Boricio had sensed more than knew, as a predator senses when a new breed has risen to the top of the food chain.
Whatever Silent Bob saw, must’ve fucked with his head big-time. Made sense. Boricio’s head was fucked with, above and beyond his usual internal bullshit transmissions. It felt real, sure, but he sure as shit knew a Boricio FM wasn’t broadcasting his name across all hours of fuck all. 
If that were all true, and Boricio figured it was, he was safer in this room, even if it meant staying on his knees a little longer. He was a king now; this was his kingdom. It just might take a bit longer to claim the throne.
Another click and whine from the door, followed by a fresh gust of warm, stale air. A new scent entered the room. This scent had teeth. Boricio could smell it, under the sweat: mean, sadistic, and cruel. If Testosterone reeked of asshole, this guy was steeped in the scent of pain and misery. He was cock of the walk, and was all too happy to strut his stuff.
“Time to eat,” Boricio heard the voice a split second before something was forced into his mouth. Earthy and unfamiliar.
Boricio spit it out, then heard the sticky THWAP!! as it hit the man’s face. “Not hungry,” Boricio said. 
It was nice to hear the guard’s laughter, good to know a nice kitty cat was there who wanted to play.
A sudden slap at the side of each of Boricio’s ears rolled thunder through his head. 
“You dropped something from your cockhole,” the voice said. “Good thing I’m a generous teacher willing to help you learn more control.”
Boricio’s lips and jaw exploded in pain as the asshole took a cheap shot, and for a moment he wasn’t sure whether or not he’d have to swallow a tooth. Between his nose and lips, he probably looked like Halloween. Not good. Boricio gave exactly two shits and a half a tinkle about his good looks, but knew the value of an effective weapon and a convincing disguise. His looks were both, and in a dead world, a pretty face looked like an angel. 
Boricio laughed. A crazy, cracked, drunken alligator of a laugh. 
Dead Guard Walking, that’s what I’ll call this special breed of fucker. Bag of shit won’t just be any old corpse either. I’ll be taking as much of my sweet time as I can afford. Won’t have the minutes I need to make it biblical, but I’m gonna get creative, believe it, bitch. That’s all I need, one minute to make this bag of shit wish he’d died as a child. 
Boricio’s laughter quieted to a dying rumble. 
The voice cackled back. “Glad to see you’ve got a bit of fight in ya. This might just be fun,” he said. “The rest of you fuckers were a bit vanilla for my taste.” 
Boricio felt a slap at his throat, not too hard but hard enough to make him open his mouth in reflex. The earthy shit was back, followed by a second slap to the throat. “Chew on it, fucker. I’ll be back.”
A whine, a thud, then seven or so minutes of silence followed by, “I think that asshole’s name is Jackson,” from the voice all the way to Boricio’s right. “And I don’t know it for sure, but I think he’s the one who killed the guy who was sitting right where I’m sitting, ‘round this time yesterday. I don’t think he meant to, and I think he may have even gotten in some trouble from Brock, that was the other asshole who was in here earlier, but he gets carried away and they let him. Might even be his job. Gave me a gash on my right cheek. Feels creek deep, too. My name is Moe, by the way.”
Moe paused, as if he were waiting for someone to say something. When nobody spoke, he continued.
“You all can’t see it, but it’s a bad one, and bled so much I expected I’d die right there. Happened right when that asshole Jackson hauled me in. And ain’t no reason, neither. Asked me why I was smirking, and I said I wasn’t smirking. Guess he didn’t like me talking back 'cuz he started whooping me on the top of my head. I was just gonna take it, but then I got to hearing my daddy in my ear telling me not to be such a bitch, so I tried to swing, but forgot my hands were tied behind my back so I fell flat on my ass. That Jackson fucker just started laughing his ass off. He told me he’d teach me not to fight. A second later, I felt the worst pain I ever felt, no warning or nothing. My cheek was in a couple of pieces, and blood was spilling from my face like a busted faucet. I started screaming like a hog. Even pissed myself; ain’t no shame in it either way, ‘cuz I was bleeding. They gave me some sort of shot, I guess to sedate me. Next thing I knew I was in here, same as I am now.”
“Shit!” another man to Boricio’s left said. “My name is Jack. They didn’t do nothing to me, least that I remember. I just woke up in here with my eyes covered and hands tied, about as scared as I’ve ever been.”
“What about you?” Moe asked. 
“Me?” Boricio said. 
“Yeah, how’d you end up at the End of the World Inn?”
“Not much to tell. I spent most of the last few days hiding in a basement. Woulda stayed there, too, least if I hadn't got so goddamned hungry. You all are the first people I’ve seen since whatever happened happened, least if you don’t count the bitch that brought us all together.” 
“And you, heavy breathing dude?” Moe asked. “You ain’t said shit that makes sense yet. Someone fuck you up bad when you got here?”
“My name’s Adam, sir, And no, not hardly. I’ve had no problems other than getting tossed in here to start with. And I may be a prisoner, but them folks out there saved me from something that was pure, pitch-black evil, I tell you what.”
Silent Bob’s name is Adam. Shit, and he ain’t so silent now, way to fuck up a nickname. Oh well, not like I’ll need to remember his name much longer.
Manny asked Adam, “What do you mean? That what you were trying to say earlier?”
“Yeah,” his voice about cracked in half. Something in the tone made Boricio uneasy. “I seen some things that I don’t even know how to explain, though I expect I’ll try once they make sense inside my head. Are you okay, Mister … what did you say your name was?”
“Boricio,” he said. No sense in lying, as none of these fuckers were likely to get out of here alive. “And yeah, I’ve dealt with tougher women than that prick.”
“That Jackson guy seems like a real sore wound of a fella,” Adam said. “But I swear on everything I know we’re better off in here than we are out there, unless these guys are as crazy as the things I’ve seen. And they were horrible, but a fat step up from my old man. World’s gone; I’m a prisoner of who knows who, and I seen evil walking on two legs sure as I’m breathing earlier today, and I still say this is a better than the average week.”
Boricio should’ve known the second he referred to Moe as “sir,” but hadn’t realized until just that moment — Adam was only a boy.
“How old are you, Adam?” Boricio asked, no disguise. 
“I’m 16, but big for my age. Was my job to get the beer, no matter who was asking.”
“Your old man sounds like a ripe old gash of an asshole.” 
Adam made a sound, might’ve laughed, though Boricio wasn’t sure. “Yeah, have to say I’m not sorry to see him go at all. Gary was an asshole and beat the shit out of me on days ending in Y and fucking my little sister once a month when my mom wouldn’t put out. Ma was busy pretending she didn’t have a clue what was going on, when the truth was she was just too scared to do anything about it.”
“How old was your sister?” Moe wanted to know, as if it mattered. 
“Just turned 15 last week of September.” 
“How many times have you imagined killing him?” Boricio asked.
“Not once until last year, but once I started, every day since. Before then, I thought things were maybe somehow my fault. After that, it was clear he was some sorta demon.”
Boricio felt something, maybe curiosity. He hoped it wasn’t anything bullshit like compassion, though he’d guessed he could understand it if it was. “What happened?”
“We had just moved to St. Pete. Grandpa, the original asshole you might say, died and left Gary some land. A real dump, but paid for. There was a big trophy case in the house from when he was a kid. I was looking at the trophies, trying to see what the big one on top was for. I accidentally fell against the case and brought the whole thing down. I swear it was an accident, but before I knew it, all the trophies were on the ground, broken, and Gary came running in the room.” 
“He grabbed me by the hair and dragged me through the house, kicking me the whole way. When we got to the kitchen, he flicked on the garbage disposal and grabbed my hand and shoved it into the drain, and I thought for sure, my fingers were gonna get caught up in it.” Adam started to cry, and fucking beer-battered bullshit, Boricio kinda felt bad for the kid.
“He kept calling me a liar and yelling at me to tell him what really happened. I kept telling him I wasn’t lying. He told me if I ever lied again, he’d bring me right back to that same spot and let the blades tear my fingers up.” 
This day was getting all full up with fuckers to kill. Would be nice to find Gary and build a whole new kind of fire to hold his ass to. Would bring back the sweet taste for sure. 
Boricio had a special place in his dark heart for evil fuck fathers ever since he paid his dear ole dad back for his childhood of hell.
Ears burned with cigarettes. Forced to drink shampoo. Three toes bent so bad the doctors considered amputation. A third-degree burn by way of blow dryer. A miserable fucking childhood raped of every molecule of joy. Yeah, it’d be nice to skull fuck some other asshole just as deserving.
“So, Adam,” Boricio asked. “What do you think happens when they take you out of here, then? What’s in the box?” 
“World’s been shit miserable so far; maybe outside is some sort of hallelujah to make up for it, you know, if you’re the right kind of person.”
“What kind of person is that?” Boricio asked.
“Maybe the world owes some of us a new beginning.”
The room went silent, as if in the aftermath of an uncomfortable truth. Boricio wanted to laugh at the kid’s delusional pipe dreams because as sure as shit, there was no God in the sky, no angels waiting to take you to heaven, and the world never gave you what it owed you. No, the only thing on the menu was shit and more shit.
However, perhaps fortune had smiled on Adam, as Boricio reconsidered his plans to kill every fucker in the room.
No reason he couldn't take out most of the room, leave one soldier behind. Maybe a second set of hands was just what Boricio needed. Maybe Boricio could be a mentor. A special kind of mentor, like Boricio had while growing up.
It felt good to think about Tom again. It had been a long time since he allowed himself to remember the man who taught him to kill and never get caught. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 6 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Oct. 15
Early evening
Somewhere in North Carolina
 
Ed and Teagan were 60 miles from her home in Cape Hope, North Carolina, when she finally decided to break the ice that had frosted their air since the fallen bodies at the gas station. 
“Why aren’t we going to find your daughter first?”
“What?”
“Well, if my dad were looking for me, I don’t think he’d stop to help a stranger and get sidetracked from doing what he set out to do.”
“It’s complicated,” he said. “Can we talk about something else? Anything. Like your favorite bands or what movies you like, or what you like to do? Do you play any sports?”
“Had to give up football with the baby and all,” Teagan said with a laugh, patting her belly. Another moment of silence passed before she finally said what she’d wanted to say in the first place. “You killed those people like it was nothing. I mean, no hesitation whatsoever. How can you do that? What are you?”
“What do you mean, what am I?”
“You said you were kinda like a cop, but cops have to go by rules, right? Even now. My cousin, Jeb, was a cop, and I can’t imagine him, or any of his cop buddies, pulling the trigger like that, no questions asked.”
“I can’t really say what it was that I did, but I worked for our government. And I was one of the good guys. And despite what you see on TV and in the movies, the good guys aren’t necessarily the same as the nice guys.”
“So, you’re not a nice guy, then?” 
He kept his eyes on the road. Teagan’s resemblance to his daughter made the conversation every bit the biting through nails it would’ve been if it were Jade’s mouth moving instead, so he tried not to look at her any more than he had to.
“I’m just a guy who does what needs to be done. You said your cousin, Jeb, was a cop? What do you mean was?”
“He was killed by a drunk driver a year ago. Tell me, why were you arrested?” she asked, so out of the blue he nearly swerved off the road.
“What?” he asked, playing stupid.
“The rings on your wrist, someone had you in cuffs, I assume?”
Ed smiled.
“You’re observant.”
“So, are you going to tell me?” 
“Man, you just cut right to the chase, eh?”
Teagan was smiling, but just barely.
“You’re right, I was arrested. But I didn’t do anything I wasn’t told to do.”
“Then why were you arrested?”
“Sometimes, the people who make up the rules of the game change them on the fly depending on which asses need kissing, the political gestures that need to be made, and you know, all the usual bureaucratic bullshit. Well, maybe you don’t know. At any rate, when the rules change and your bosses are caught playing by the old rules, well, that means shifting the blame downwind to someone else. A guy like me.”
“What does that even mean?” she asked.
Ed had to laugh at the knots of confusion on her face, though he was pretty sure she thought he was laughing at her expense.
“The less I say, the better. Trust me. When the world returns to normal, people will be looking for me. They find out I was with you, they’ll haul you in, ask you more questions than a week’s worth of SATs, and make your life a living hell. The less you can honestly answer, and trust me when I say they can tell when you’re lying, the better off you are.”
Teagan stared at him for an uncomfortably long time as if she were still trying to figure out exactly what he was. She needed him to fit neatly into some preconceived notion of good or bad because that’s the way light spilled against the prism of her sheltered adolescent worldview. Few layers of gray existed in her world of blacks and whites.
“So, how did it feel the first time you killed someone?”
Ed moved his eyes from the road, let up slightly on the gas, then looked to his right. To his relief, her expression wasn’t that of a vulture searching the carcass for morbid details; it was the sparrow-like curiosity of an innocent child. 
“What do you think it’s like?”
“I can’t even imagine it; it has to be awful.”
“Yeah, it is that. It’s also scary.”
“You’re scared?” she said, surprised. “But you shot those guys like you were picking up a carton of eggs and a gallon of milk.”
“It’s scariest the first time. But it’s never not scary. You’re always looking at two choices — run or act. With each choice comes a consequence. What happens if you run? Will those people continue to threaten you or those you’re protecting? If so, then you really don’t have a choice, do you? You must deal with it in the moment, unless you’re outnumbered or have too many variables to deal with. And when you kill, you must always be prepared for the fallout. And you have less than a millisecond to make the right choice.”
“Did you feel guilty about killing those men at the gas station? I mean, they might not even have meant us any harm. Maybe they were just like us; they had guns to protect themselves from the bad guys.”
“Maybe,” Ed said, “But I can’t think about that. I can’t cry into the rearview. If I ponder all the what-ifs, that leads to guilt and my instincts get dull. It makes it that much harder to act decisively the next time. Soon, I’m dead. Or worse, someone I’m protecting is dead.” 
“So how do you deal with those things?” she asked, slowly drifting from curiosity to full-blown psychological exam. “How do you just … forget?”
“I disconnect from the situation. Remove all emotional residual, lingering doubts, and every ounce of guilt. I seal them all in a drum, fuse the lid, then drop it into the deepest ocean of my soul.”
Ed could feel her staring.
“I don’t believe you,” she said, “I don’t think you can just disconnect your humanity like that.”
“You’d be surprised what you can do, have to do, when it’s do or die.”
“I’d rather die than lose my humanity,” she said. It was her turn to stare out the window. Rain began to fall on the windows and roof of the SUV.
Ed flipped on the wipers. “That’s a rather noble idea, really it is. But I guarantee you one thing — once your baby is born, you will go anywhere and do anything to protect it, and believe me, you have no idea what that means.”
A sign ahead announced: Cape Hope: 50 Miles.
Ed hoped to find someone. He needed to lose the pregnant appendage. The sooner he was flying solo, the sooner he could quit the crap and get on with a solution to whatever happened last night.
“I know why you’re not in a rush to get to your daughter,” Teagan said, circling back to the original subject. “You’re afraid of what you’ll find, aren’t you? You don’t know what you’d do if she were gone?”
Ed kept driving.
 
* * * *



Chapter 7 — Mary Olson
 
 
Mary and Desmond crossed the parking lot, passed the attendant’s booth at the far edge of the hotel, then stepped onto a narrow strip of State Street on their way to find Paola. Jimmy and John agreed to stay at the hotel, Jimmy downstairs with an eye peeled for Paola, while John swept the upper floors one more time for anything that might help them understand what happened to Mary’s daughter, or the world.
The group agreed to meet back in the lobby of the Drury in one hour, whether they found anything or not. “You look like you actually know where you’re going,” Desmond said, a half-step behind Mary. 
Mary couldn't smell Paola, not exactly. But she did know which direction to go. She was following a feeling more than a scent — her daughter’s emotional bread crumbs. She’d first sensed them in the kitchen, and the trail seemed to be growing stronger with every step. 
“Paola was here. She left the kitchen, crossed the parking lot, and then went that way.” Mary pointed to a small, brick sandwich shop across the street on the corner of State and Trough.
“How do you know?”
“Because she went through the kitchen, I felt her there.” Mary paused to see if Desmond’s eyes gave question to her certainty or sanity, and was relieved to see they didn’t. “Earlier, when we were searching the hotel, I thought maybe she’d come outside for some fresh air or something before heading back inside the hotel. But now I’m positive she left and walked this way. I’m just trying to understand why she left in the first place. I can’t for the life of me see why she’d run off. That’s not like her at all. Paola always thinks she’s right and she loves to be the boss, but she’s a perfectly sensible girl.”
“Any chance she went off to find her dad?” Desmond asked.
“She wouldn’t do that without me. But once we get to the base, I ought to at least see if he’s still here, whether the rest of you want to go with me or not.”
“I can’t speak for the others, but I’ll take you anywhere you want to go,” Desmond said.
They crossed the street then turned onto Trough. 
“Once we were back outside, I felt her immediately, like the wind was carrying her trace.” She looked back at Desmond again. His eyes were still receptive to her weird ramblings. “And I swear it’s getting stronger.” 
“Is it possible you’re wrong?”
“Nope,” Mary walked faster. “Well, of course it’s possible. And I’m not claiming I can explain why, but I know she went this way.” 
“What do you mean? How can you know?” Desmond asked.
Even walking at a half sprint, Mary had time to love the way Desmond asked, not skeptical, just curious.
“I just do. It’s like being hungry or remembering where you left your keys or getting turned on by a brush on your skin or a whisper in your ear. You just know — the feeling is there and as soon as it is, your body knows exactly how to respond and what to do next. Mostly animal, I suppose. Never noticed it before Paola, but I was so tuned into her patterns as an infant, I think I somehow learned to tune into the world around me. With Paola, tapping into the feelings and just knowing things has always been as easy as breathing. But now I find myself knowing other stuff, too, and with an almost terrible certainty. It’s great when I’m lost without the GPS, terrible when it makes me know stuff like my husband is sleeping with Natalie Farmer.”
“It’s instinct. Everyone has it,” Desmond said. “Sounds like you listen better than most, though.”
An explanation so simple, Mary felt stupid. “Yeah,” she nodded. “Instinct, that’s exactly what it is. But it’s more than that, too. Especially lately. For the last year or so, I feel like I’m picking up on Paola’s actual thoughts every now and then, and before you call me crazy, I fully admit it might be my imagination. But I don’t think it is. Sometimes I feel like I can hear her thinking. And she’ll say stuff which confirms what I thought she was thinking.” 
Desmond nodded, still interested. 
“Things have been different since the divorce, obviously, but I think it hit us harder than most families. I know that sounds arrogant. Divorce sucks for everyone. But we were happy. Ryan was a good husband and a great dad. We were married for 15 years and best friends for five before that. What he did was really, really stupid, and it made me hate him ... no,” Mary shook her head, “ ... not trust him, enough to end it, but that’s the only thing I can put on his list. Otherwise, he was a great guy. He even left the seat down 95 percent of the time. I have one unbreakable rule, and he broke it. Since the divorce, things have been a lot rougher between Paola and me. She’s gone from my sweet, little angel girl to my ultimate foe half the time. Her attitude is endless, and most days, I wake up and fall to sleep feeling like I’m fighting a losing battle. She knows what her father did to me and to us, but still blames me for breaking up a happy family. Half the time I think she’s right.”
“I’m sorry,” Desmond said, not seeming to know what else to say. So he improved the subject without changing it. “I believe you about hearing Paola’s thoughts if it makes you feel any better. Makes perfect sense. Other species communicate with one another through psychic transmission. Makes sense that we would, too. It’s no different than instinct. I imagine we must have relied on something like that in earlier incarnations of our species. Before the Internet, before TV, before radio, hell, before the written word.”
It was Desmond’s turn to look at Mary. Mary suddenly turned her attention from Desmond to a tire depot on the next corner across the street and pointed. 
“She’s down that way.” 
Down that way was a narrow road that dipped below a billboard advertising: MAC - DADDY’S –– > The BIGGEST Burgers In TOWN!! 
They walked faster, and Desmond continued. “Let’s say brain waves left a signature? Who would know how to recognize and read Paola’s signature better than you?”
A cold shock rattled inside Mary. 
Ryan. 
Suddenly she was certain that he did have something to do with this. The feeling was as strong as the others which led her this far. He was the only person, or thing, who could’ve possibly pulled Paola from the hotel. As certain as she felt, though, something was off. 
No, it wasn’t Ryan, but rather the thought of him. 
Or a dream. 
And then she remembered the dreams that Paola had of her dad, frequent ones she’d had since she was in preschool. Then Mary remembered one time when Paola was 6, and Mary couldn’t find her anywhere in the house. Just as she was in full freakout mode, Paola came out of the closet, yawning. Asking what was wrong. She had sleepwalked in one of her hiding dreams.
Maybe she had done the same thing again. But out here, so far from home, there was no telling where she might be. Or what might find her if they didn’t.
“Shit, Desmond. I’m scared.” Mary’s voice wound its way to a higher note. 
“It’s okay.” Desmond took her hand, walked beneath the billboard, and onto McFadden, a narrow road of cracked concrete with a trail of sprouts leading to a small service station. 
Mary tried to swallow her whimper, but it fell out anyway. 
And then a horrible thought came into her head.
She’s in pain. Terrible, terrible pain. And Ryan was there. He did this to her. Now she’s on the concrete — cold, alone, stripped of memory, and dying.
Mary pointed to the gas station, and her heart sank into her gut. “She’s there!” 
Desmond squeezed her hand and pulled her across the street, running. 
Paola lay on the ground, under flickering canopy lights cutting through the morning fog. She looked mostly dead. Mary lost herself in a primal cry, fell to her knees, and cradled Paola, holding her close to her chest. Her daughter looked like a corpse, white as a sheet and altogether hollow. Paola felt the girl’s neck, and for a moment, couldn’t feel a pulse.
No! No, no, no.
She moved her fingers around, desperately searching for movement. And finally, it came, and Mary closed her eyes, thanking God.
Paola’s arms moved, twitched, like that creature on the side of the road and the one she left with a crumbling face just 20 minutes before on the third floor of the Drury Inn. 
Desmond kneeled, cupped Mary’s chin, and pulled her eyes toward him. “We’ve got this, okay. Everything will be fine, but we have to go right now.” 
Mary nodded. 
Desmond tried two locked cars at the pumps before hitting a jackpot with the third parked behind the station. He was in the driver’s seat for three minutes before whatever he was doing got the engine to turn. He pulled the car beside them, stepped from the car, opened the back door, kneeled down, scooped Paola’s withered body into his arms, and placed her gingerly into the back seat. 
“We’re going to the Drury now. Everything will be fine.”
Mary got in the back seat with Paola and placed her daughter’s head in her lap. 
“Everything will be okay,” he repeated. 
Mary echoed her vacant nod as she felt her world circling the drain. If Paola died, Mary would follow her into the darkness.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 8 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Cape Hope was named in irony, at least the way Ed saw it.
The coastal community had seen better days, probably by at least a couple of decades, judging from the aged infrastructure, beaten homes, and general civic decay. Ed had seen hundreds of towns like this. Typically, they went one of two directions — slum, or a yuppie “renovation” that transformed the community into thriving strips of overpriced commerce and exclusive gated communities. Given its proximity to the ocean, Ed would’ve bet his every dollar on the latter.
“It used to be a nice place,” Teagan said, as if reading his mind.
“Hard times all around,” Ed said, noting that they wouldn’t have long before the violet sky gave way to darkness. Fortunately, the clouds had parted, and the full moon hung fat in the sky, casting the world in a milky-blue haze.
“I’m in here,” she said, pointing to the trailer park community yards from the beach.
“Well, location, location, location, location, right? You’ve got that,” Ed said. 
When Ed first found Teagan, he pictured her living in the suburbs somewhere, not a trailer park. Not that she looked like she came from money. But in his experience, kids who grew up in trailer parks looked tougher. They had to deal with a lot of shit from their peers blessed enough to live in nicer homes. But Teagan didn’t have that raw exterior. She was soft, perhaps from a lifetime of paternal oppression. Despite her similarities to Jade, they could not be more different in this area.
As they climbed out of the SUV, Ed realized the trailer park wasn’t nearly as bad as he initially guessed. The property was well-maintained, and the quality of the campers above average. 
“That’s mine,” Teagan said, pointing to a sky-blue double wide with a vibrant flower bed around the porch. A small, tasteful cross was affixed to the door, just above a plain knocker.
She realized too late that she’d left the keys in her mom’s purse in the SUV.
“I got it,” Ed said. He pulled out the wallet he lifted from the home he’d broken into, retrieved a credit card, then slid it in between the door and the frame. “You coming?” He held the door open for Teagan and smiled. 
“Wow, it’s that easy to break into someone’s home?”
“If you don’t lock your top lock,” he said. “Though I normally have tools for those.”
Ed handed her one of his two lit flashlights as he held the door open for her.
“Hello? Mom? Dad?”
No answer. 
Shit. 
Ed stepped back outside, scanning the trailer park for signs of anybody else being home, but the place felt as empty as the rest of the world. He went back inside, looking around Teagan’s home. It was small, but immaculately neat. Ed wondered what kind of taskmaster her father was, lording over his womenfolk to keep the place so tidy.
“I’m sorry they’re not here,” he said.
“I knew it, already,” she said, “I saw them vanish.”
“Yeah,” Ed said, not sure what else to say, his mind trying to accept the new reality of caring full-time for another person. Maybe two people, if Jade were still alive.
Alive? Maybe everyone’s gone, but that doesn’t mean they’re dead, does it?
Come on, Ed. What else would it mean?
“This is my room,” Teagan said, opening the door to a pink bedroom that looked like it belonged to a girl far younger than her. 
What kind of job did your dad do on you?
Ed checked himself, before allowing his judgmental side to run rampant. He’d not even met her father. And the man obviously had issues with his eldest daughter who killed herself, so a lot of things were in play other than him being a control freak and religious nut job. 
Two other rooms were in the trailer. One was the master bedroom. The other, Ed assumed, was Teagan’s sister’s. The doorknob had been replaced by a deadbolt. Though he couldn’t see the other side to determine if it had a thumb turn, he would bet money the deadbolt was a double cylinder. 
What the hell?
Ed had to swallow hard to keep from asking Teagan about the deadbolt. 
“Want a drink?” she asked, opening the door to a warm fridge.
“Thanks,” he said, as she passed him a bottled water.
They both drank, neither saying a word about the elephant in the room — what to do with Teagan.
Though he’d been driving to North Carolina under the illusion he had a choice, truth was, he didn’t. He was her guardian, like it or not.
“You can come with me; we’ll drive to my daughter’s.”
“Are you sure?” she asked; a child afraid to piss off a parent.
He hid his disappointment behind a smile and casual wave of his hand. “Yeah, you two will get along great.”
Neither highlighted the growing certainty that Jade would be gone, like everyone else. But still, if the two yokels at the gas station had survived, there had to be others. Maybe whatever happened hadn’t affected Georgia or Florida.
“Go ahead and get whatever you want to bring and we’ll head out in a few minutes.”
Ed stood in the doorway, enjoying the sound of ocean waves and the smell of saltwater. It was the first time the world felt close to normal since the crash. He considered walking the path to the beach and sitting in the sand. It had been forever since he’d just sat on a beach and let the sound of waves, wind, and gulls set him at ease.
That’s when he realized there weren’t any gulls, or birds of any kind.
That’s weird.
As he strained to hear over the waves, he picked up on the undeniable sound in the distance.
A helicopter.
They’re coming for her baby.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 9 — Brent Foster
 
 
Three quick knocks followed the first set as Luis and Brent traded glances.
“Do you think it’s the aliens?” Luis whispered.
Brent shrugged his shoulders, uncertain what to do. If they didn’t answer, the person, whoever it was, would leave. But was it a person, or something else?
Another knock, followed by a whisper, “Hello?”
A man’s voice, familiar, but Brent couldn’t quite place it.
“Hello?” Brent asked.
“Mr. Foster? Is that you?” a vaguely Jamaican-sounding voice asked.
“Yeah,” Brent said, trying to match the voice to a face or name.
“It’s Joe from maintenance.”
Joe was the elder of the building’s two maintenance men; a tall, thin man who had to be pushing 65, though he looked 10 years younger. He was always super-nice to Ben, who called him Mr. Joe, whenever Joe came to the apartment to fix something.
Luis and Brent pulled the fridge away and unlocked the door.
Joe was in his red maintenance uniform, like always. But he looked 100 years older.
“Come in,” Brent said, “This is Luis from across the street.”
Joe smiled, and walked in, limping. 
As Luis locked the door, Brent asked, “Are you okay?”
“Do you have any rice?”
“What?” Brent asked confused.
“Rice, I need some rice. Right away.”
“You’re hungry?” Brent asked, thinking Joe was injured and confused.
“No, not to eat, to keep them away.”
“To keep what away?” Luis asked.
“The jumbees. Rice will preoccupy them. You pour it outside your door.”
“What are jumbees?” Brent said.
“Do you have rice or not?” Joe asked, raising his voice, though it was edged with fear, not anger.
Brent grabbed a bag of white rice from the pantry and handed it to Joe, who asked Luis to open the door. Joe poured half the bag onto the ground just outside the door, then turned to Brent and said, “Do you have another bag?”
“Yeah,” Brent said.
“Good,” Joe said, pouring the rest of the first bag on the ground. He came back inside. “You can lock it now.”
Luis did so.
“What are jumbees? And what’s with the rice?” Brent asked as he ushered Joe to the couch to get off his injured foot.
“Jumbees are evil spirits. I used to think they were just old island folklore that my mother would go on and on about, but then I saw two of them tonight.”
“What do they look like?” Luis asked.
“Jumbees can take different forms, but the things I saw on the street tonight, were dark, deformed, monstrous jumbees. They came after me, but I got away.”
“You ran?” Brent asked, surprised Joe was able to get away.
“Yes. But they were also distracted. They saw someone else on the street and … they … ” Joe looked down, like he might not finish the sentence. “They tore her up.”
“Her?” Brent asked, fear stirring in his guts, “Who did they get? Did you know her?”
“No,” Joe said, “A young Puerto Rican girl, maybe 20, I don’t know. Nobody from this building, I don’t think. They ripped her apart, though, limb from limb like some kind of wolves or something. Eating her.”
Brent released the breath he’d been holding.
“How does the rice distract them?” Luis asked.
“The rice is supposed to slow them down. Jumbees are like kids passing a candy store. If they see a bunch of stuff spilled, they have to stop and count it. By the time they’re done counting, daylight comes and they have to return to the spirit world.”
Brent and Luis exchanged a sounds-like-bullshit glance.
“I don’t think those things are jumbees,” Luis said. “Because we saw some during the day. And they killed my friends in the apartment across the street earlier.”
Whatever wind Joe had beneath his sails, evaporated. “So, if they can walk in the day, then the rice might not work.”
All three men stared at the ground as if it were harboring answers.
“Have you seen anyone else?” Brent asked, “Gina or Ben?”
Joe’s eyes widened, “You mean they’re not here?”
“No, I woke up in the morning, and they were gone, just like everyone else.”
“I’m so sorry,” Joe said, his lips trembling, eyes red and glassy. “Other than the girl, I haven’t seen anyone else. I went door to door. Nobody answered in your apartment earlier. I wasn’t even gonna come back, but something told me to try again.”
Joe turned to Luis, “You said you had some friends who were killed?”
“Yeah,” Luis said, “Two friends.”
“So there might be more people?” Joe asked.
Brent told him about the radio broadcast they heard earlier and that they’d be going to Black Island in the morning, once the streets were safer. They invited Joe to go with them. But first, they’d need to get some sleep. 
Brent took the first shift, sitting in the recliner. Joe slept on the couch and Luis on the floor, which he swore he didn’t mind at all. 
As the men slept, Brent reached into his pocket and pulled out Stanley Train. Its big, goofy smile greeted him.
Brent prayed he’d be able to give the train back to its rightful owner soon.
 
**
 
In the morning, the men loaded supplies into duffel and grocery bags and prepared for the trip.
Brent wrote one last note to Gina, telling her where they were going. He doubted she’d ever see the letter, but it still pained him to write it. He imagined her showing up an hour after they left, stuck in the apartment with the jumbees, aliens, or whatever the hell the monsters were.
“We’ve gotta go,” Luis said, likely sensing Brent’s hesitancy as Brent took forever to tape the note to the phone on the wall.
They made their way downstairs, Brent and Luis carrying bags and weapons, while Joe walked behind them, a pistol in one hand, a bag of rice in the other. Joe had never used a gun, so Luis went over the basics with him, all three men hoping he’d never need to put his lesson to use. 
As they reached the ground floor, Brent feared once they got outside that one of two things would be waiting — either a pack of creatures or a demolished car. But he kept the fear to himself.
The glass of the lobby doors was shattered. Luis readied his shotgun, pushing through to the street. He scanned the avenue, then waved for the other two men to follow.
The streets were still wrapped in the eerie fog, cutting visibility to 10 yards at most. The car was thankfully intact. Luis opened the trunk, loaded the supplies, then hit the button on his keychain to unlock the doors. The car’s alarm beeped twice, then bounced across the empty hallways of the ghosted metropolis. Brent cringed, hoping the sound wouldn’t attract the creatures’ attention.
A shrieking sound from above crushed that hope. 
They all looked up at once, unable to see anything other than fog.
“Get in the car!” Luis screamed.
The creature fell from the sky, landing between all three men.
It was at least a foot taller than Luis, its limbs impossibly long, just like its fingers. Its body was black, with lights under its wet skin. Its face was long, a giant maw of teeth for a mouth, and two almond-shaped eyes, ink-black. If it had a nose or ears, Brent couldn’t see them. 
It surveyed all three men, turning in half circles, body hunched as if ready to spring into action.
Luis took a shot as the creature leapt into the air, into the fog, and then came back down, landing on top of Joe. It stood up in one fluid motion, bringing Joe with it, one arm around Joe’s chest and the other around his neck.
Joe dropped both his gun and the bag of rice — which didn’t distract the creature a bit. It opened its mouth wider and made that god-awful Click Click Click Click sound, then held Joe up as a human shield.
“I can’t get a shot!” Luis yelled.
Joe cried out, trying to squirm free from the creature’s grip. As if in response, the creature’s right hand moved up and gripped Joe’s skull, its fingers covering his entire head and dripping half way down his face. Joe’s entire body began to shake violently as the lights, or whatever it was beneath the creature’s skin, pulsated brighter. Joe screamed as his body continued shaking as if being electrocuted.
“Shoot it!” Brent yelled, not confident in his ability to get a clear shot.
Luis screamed and ran toward the creature, gun raised. The monster threw Joe aside like a rag doll and brought its hands down to tackle Luis. Before Luis could take aim, Brent fired two shots — one hitting the monster’s torso, the other striking its head.
The creature dropped immediately, and Luis descended, firing another shot and finishing it off.
Luis screamed, “Die, motherfucker!”
Brent, shaken, scanned around them for any sign of more creatures. Something moved in the fog above them, and Brent fired into the sky.
Luis raised his gun, “What? You see something?”
“I’m not sure,” Brent said, heart pounding, eyes scanning the sky above as he circled his gun in all directions, praying nothing would pop up from a direction he wasn’t looking. “I thought I did.”
From the ground, Joe moaned.
“Shit!” Brent said, having forgotten that the old man was injured. He ran to Joe and noticed two things at once — the man’s eyes were white and milky, the pupils barely visible. Dark, painful looking splotches stained his head where the thing had touched his scalp.
“Help,” Joe moaned, his jaw shaking, drool streaming from the corners of his mouth.
Luis had the car’s passenger door open, and they carried Joe and put him inside, Brent hopped into the back seat as Luis slammed shut the driver’s door and stepped on the gas, putting the shotgun on the center console. 
“Are you okay?” Brent asked Joe, who was moaning something incoherent.
Something was off about Joe’s voice. It had lost the Jamaican accent and sounded lower, words slurred.
Luis stared at Joe, then shot a concerned look back at Brent. 
“Mphrrr,” Joe mumbled, his voice sounding even more different than before. Joe’s head fell in a nod, chin on his chest, as he mumbled more.
No, he didn’t look good at all. Brent put a hand on Joe’s shoulder and was about to ask if he was okay, when the man’s head shot up, turned back and looked at Brent with vacant white eyes, and said, “Daddy?”
But it wasn’t Joe’s voice. 
It was Ben’s.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 10 — Charlie Wilkens
 
 
“I like you, too,” Callie said with a smile, seemingly oblivious to what Charlie was trying to say.
“No,” he said, “I like like you.”
“Oh,” Callie said, her eyes widened in recognition. She paused, looking down to her hands. It was a longer pause than the one that usually comes before good news. 
She finally met his eyes again, “Listen, Charlie ... ”
Oh no.
“I like you too. You’re a nice guy. But … I’m not really looking for a relationship.”
He looked down, and could feel tears welling up. 
Don’t you fucking cry!
“Oh,” he said, not sure what else to say. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she said, reaching out across the chess board, putting a hand on his, “I’m flattered, I really am. But right now, with all this crazy shit that’s going on, the last thing I want is complications.”
He didn’t say anything. Didn’t know what to say, or do.
She went on, “You know how hard relationships are under normal circumstances, but this? This is zombies n’ stuff. We need to be strong if we’re gonna fight these things. And if things get weird, we lose whatever advantage we have. Besides, I wouldn’t want to risk our friendship, you know? Does this make sense?”
Friend Zone, admission one.
“Yeah,” he said, his eyes now watering.
Fucking baby!
He got up and left his room, embarrassed on too many levels.
“Charlie,” she called, but he kept going. He didn’t want to make a dramatic exit, but at the same time, he felt if she were to stop him, he would collapse into tears. He walked downstairs, past Bob, who was passed out on the sofa, and outside into the night.
Derek lived on a cul-de-sac with a dozen similar houses on the south end backing up to the Gulf of Mexico. He stared at the other houses, barely visible in the late hours. The house across the street was nice, also three stories. He ran to it, tried the front door, and was surprised to find it unlocked. He went inside, shut the door behind him, and locked it. He fell against the door and put his head in his hands and cried.
Big fucking baby! If Bob could see you now!
He hated himself for being so damned stupid.
Callie said she didn’t want to risk his friendship, but he couldn’t imagine how they could be friends with her knowing how he felt. It would be awkward as hell, and Bob would surely pick up on it and have a good ole laugh.
Charlie cried himself empty, then forced himself to stand, though he was unsure what he would do.
He took the stairs to the second floor and found himself in a spacious master bedroom that put Derek’s to shame. Though the room was dark, Charlie could see it was beautifully decorated. The bed was huge, bigger than a King-sized bed, for sure. And though unmade, it looked inviting, far more than the uncomfortably sterile beds in Derek’s guest rooms.
The bed was fluffy-looking, had a ton of pillows, and a giant, thick, white comforter, smooth and cool as a soft pillow. He slipped into the bed to see how it felt. He was asleep in minutes.
 
**
 
When Charlie woke, he wasn’t alone.
A guy was standing in the corner, maybe in his early 30s. He had thick, dark hair, jeans, boots, and a black jacket. If Hollywood was casting for a bad ass to star in a movie, this would be the guy they called. 
“That’s some bruise you got there,” the man said.
Charlie wanted to ask who the hell he was, but realized he was dreaming, and that the man wasn’t a threat.
“Yeah,” he said, “My asshole stepdad.”
“My old man used to knock me around, too. Fuckin’ cunt.”
“Someone beat you up?”
“I wasn’t always a tough guy. I used to be a scrawny kid. But once I learned what I needed to learn, I took control of my life.”
“What did you do?” Charlie asked.
The man looked at him, eyes cold as steel. “You don’t wanna know. Let’s just say, nobody fucks with Boricio no more.”
Boricio.
“Yeah, well, Bob’s pretty scary,” Charlie explained.
“They’s all scary. But you know what … they’re all scared o’ somethin’ too. Everyone has a weakness. You just need to find it.” He leaned forward. “When you find a pussy, you fuck it.
“Fuck it?” Charlie asked.
“Yeah, fuck it,” Boricio said, then made a slitting motion across his neck.
 
**
 
Charlie woke in a sweat, fully expecting to see the man from the dream in the corner of the room.
The morning sun came in through the drapes, motes of dust floating on the rays. Charlie glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It must’ve been battery operated, as it was still showing the time.
8:04 a.m.
Shit, they’re probably looking for me.
He went to the curtains and looked across the road. The blinds were closed on all the rooms, so he couldn’t see if they were awake, let alone looking for him. Maybe they were still sleeping.
He considered returning to the house, but he couldn’t face Callie. Couldn’t stand to look her in the eyes after running from the room, crying like a baby. Maybe he would stay in this house. It wasn’t on the water, but it was nice. Better than he’d ever have done for himself, for sure. He’d stay here until the government, or whoever was in charge now, came around to put things back together.
Tell Bob to fuck himself. I got my own house. I live under my own roof. MY rules. And I’ll grow my hair longer than Jesus. 
He took a shower; the water was cold like at Derek’s. Then he made breakfast — peanut butter on a bagel. He thumbed through some magazines, mostly old issues of Popular Science and People.
Charlie walked through the house, looking at the evidence of a life once lived, trying to imagine the family who called this place home until Saturday. A retired couple with a college-aged son, judging from photos. Lots of vacation pics, tropical islands, skiing, and all the other shit rich people did. From what he could tell, they lived pretty good lives. 
Happy lives for a happy family.
He felt a pang of sadness, then started thinking of his mother and how cruelly he had judged her the past few years for being so subservient to Bob. Now that he’d been under Bob’s spell a few days, he could see how chaotic life could be on your own. Especially when you were a heartbroken widow looking for someone to spend time with and maybe fill the void in your life. She’d been single a long time before opening her heart to another.
And how did Bob repay? By being an abusive fuck.
Everyone has a weakness. You just need to find it. When you find a pussy, you fuck it.
Oh, how he’d love to wipe that fucking smile from Bob’s face. Take a bat and just smash his fucking skull in. But this wasn’t a dream. This was the real world. And in the real world, the real Charlie Wilkens was neither a bad ass nor a hero. He didn’t know dick about dick, and still needed Bob’s skills if he was going to survive.
Asshole that Bob was, he knew how to fix things, hunt, and all the shit survivalist types know. Charlie was an ignorant child who couldn’t last a day in the real world. 
And like the pussy he was, he went home with his tail between his legs.
 
**
 
Charlie was crossing the street, wondering how worried Callie would be when she woke to see he wasn’t there. Maybe Bob would be worried, too. Maybe he’d feel bad for being such a dick. Or maybe he would be mad that Charlie left and was gone all night. Who knew? The coin could land on either side with Bob.
But Callie, Charlie was sure, would be missing him. Maybe that would soothe the awkwardness between them a bit, he hoped.
The front door was unlocked just as he’d left it last night. He walked in, surprised that Bob wasn’t still on the sofa sleeping off his drunk. He went to the kitchen, nobody there. He was about to go upstairs when he heard Bob laughing from out back.
Two large, tinted windows looking out onto the back patio. Bob and Callie were splashing in the pool.
Did they even notice that I was fucking gone?
Callie dunked Bob under and he grabbed her, pulling her down with him. When they came up, they were kissing. A long kiss, and Callie wasn’t breaking away.
Charlie stared, not willing to believe what he was seeing.
How could she? Why? Why Bob?
His heart pounded so loud, hard, and fast, he could feel it through his entire body. He wanted to run, wanted to scream, wanted to do anything other than stand there mute and paralyzed as he watched them kiss. Callie’s arms locked around Bob, and he lifted her up slightly, and reached down. 
He’s fucking her right there in the pool!
Charlie could feel his nostrils flaring, rage coursing through his veins. An idea came to him, then spun him around and sent him to the living room where the shotgun lay propped against the sofa.
He picked it up. Bob had taught him how to load it and fire it. Charlie hoped he was good enough not to miss. 
Charlie went to the kitchen, cocked the shotgun, and raised it, aiming at the couple in the pool. His finger curled around the trigger as his heart pounded louder, so loud, he could hear it in his ears, drowning out everything else.
He tightened his grip and leveled the gun. Callie opened her eyes, looking at the window. He didn’t think she saw him, but he had seen her eyes. Her beautiful blue eyes that looked like she was looking past him into some distance he could not see. Charlie felt a tug at his heart which he couldn’t ignore.
He closed his eyes, then turned away from the window, lowering the gun.
Charlie ran upstairs instead, grabbed one of his duffel bags, filled it with some food, some comics, a couple of pistols, some bullets, and kept the shotgun. Then he grabbed the keys to Derek’s Toyota and drove as fast and far as he could, tears in his eyes.
 
**
 
As Charlie drove, he replayed the events in his head over and over again, wondering how long Callie had liked Bob. Wondering why she didn’t tell him. Wondering if she was just using both of them, sticking with whichever one would provide a better chance of survival. If that were the case, Bob had Charlie beat by a long shot.
He wanted to be mad, was mad, but at the same time, he couldn’t ignore biological imperatives. If the world really did flush all the people away, then it was survival of the fittest again. And a big ape like Bob was at the top of the food chain. He would get the best of everything, including the women. He’d get them despite the fact they were nothing more to him than things to fuck, use, and abuse.
The more things change, the more they seem the same.
 
**
 
Charlie was about an hour or so into Alabama, driving along the highway, jamming to a Tool CD. Neither Derek nor his lover seemed like the typical Tool fan, but who was Charlie to judge. People surprised him every day. At least this was a pleasant surprise.
He banged on the steering wheel to the throbbing drum tracks of Forty Six and Two, letting his rage out through music — the only therapy he believed in.
He wasn’t sure where he was going, but would drive until he found something. He didn’t know anyone outside of Florida, except his grandmother in New Jersey, senile and in a home. Well, she had been in a home. She was probably gone now, which was for the best. He didn’t want to think about his grandma being eaten by zombies.
He liked the idea of just driving until something spoke to him. 
More than that, he liked the idea of starting over.
Where nobody, assuming there was anybody left, knew him. Where he could reinvent himself as a stronger, cooler guy. The guy that got the girl. The guy who wasn’t too pussy to go after what he wanted.
Someone other than Charlie Pussy-Ass Wilkens.
“My name is Boricio,” he said into the mirror, rolling the ‘r’, even though the guy in his dream didn’t seem Spanish.
If anyone asks, my name is Boricio. Heh, I kinda like the sound of that.
Charlie was speeding along the highway screaming out the lyrics to Eulogy when the car started acting weird, as if the engine had just been cut off.
He turned down the music as the car coasted to a stop. That’s when he saw the red gas light on the dashboard.
Fuck me!
As the car died, he stared out his window along the long, rural stretch of road. Nothing as far as he could see ahead. And behind him, it had been at least a few miles since he’d passed any signs of what was left of civilization.
As if on cue, the sun was eclipsed almost all at once by dark, angry-looking clouds.
So, what you gonna do now, Charlie Boy? Only it wasn’t his inner voice that mocked him. It was Bob’s.
“Fuck you, Bob.”
He thought about getting out of the car and walking back the way he came until he found a place to hole up for the rest of the day and night, or maybe find a new car. But as he was about to get out of the car, he was interrupted by the loudest thunder he’d ever heard. It sounded as if someone were tearing the roof from the top of the world. Lightning flashed not too far ahead.
Rain followed, hitting his windshield in fat, loud drops that sounded like rocks.
Charlie reached into the duffle bag, found a book, a collection of P.K. Dick stories, and eased his seat back. He was going to be in the car a while.
 
About an hour into this book, he saw headlights in his rearview mirror.
He pulled the seat back up and threw his book on the seat, then reached into the duffel bag for the Glock. He checked the ammo, and put the gun in his lap as the lights drew closer.
His first thought was that Bob and Callie had come after him. But as the vehicle got closer, he saw that it wasn’t a car, but rather a van.
It parked right behind Charlie’s car.
Oh shit.
Charlie sat, frozen, unsure what to do. 
It was too dark and the rain falling too hard to see the driver of the van.
The van’s lights flicked on and off twice.
He wants me to get out?
The lights flicked again as if in response.
Charlie put the gun in his waistband and stepped from the car, instantly drenched by the rain. He ran to the van’s driver side, relieved as he got closer and saw that the driver was a woman. She looked a bit older, a little heavy, with long, dark-red hair. 
She rolled down the window a bit, “You okay, honey?”
“Ran out of gas!” Charlie yelled over the howling wind.
“Get in,” she said, pointing to the empty passenger seat.
“Okay, lemme get my bag,” Charlie said, running back to the car, putting his book in the bag, along with the pistol from his waistband.
He eyed the shotgun sitting in the back seat, but would have to leave it. If he came running to the van with a shotgun, the lady would probably freak out and drive away.
He grabbed the Tool CD from the player and put it in the bag, then ran to the van and hopped into the passenger’s seat. 
“Where ya headed?” she asked as he got situated, putting the bag down between his feet. A black curtain separated the front of the van from the back.
“Wherever,” he said. The van moved forward and that’s when Charlie noticed that they weren’t alone. The curtain parted and a man with red hair and a scruffy beard appeared, wearing all black, with something behind his back. As Charlie was trying to figure out what it was, the man quickly wrapped his arms around him and injected something into his neck before Charlie even had a chance to fight.
Seconds later, Charlie hit the dashboard and was out cold.
 
**
 
The first thing Charlie noticed when he came to was the shaking. And he couldn’t see a thing, blindfolded and arms bound behind him. He was in the back of the van.
A woman was laughing in the front. Charlie’s mind flashed on the woman who had lured him into the trap. 
“You believe that shit?” a man said, also from the front.
Though he was bound, and in the back of a moving van, Charlie felt a strong impulse to squirm, kick, push, anything to break free.
Not now. Someone else is in the van.
“Shhh, you’ve been kidnapped,” a voice said.
Only the voice wasn’t coming from anyone in the van.
Instead, it was in his head.
Boricio?
“The one and only,” the voice responded, “You just sit tight and let these people take you where they’re gonna take you.”
How are you talking to me?
“No time for questions, kid. Don’t you worry ‘bout a thing. You’re about to meet the most awesome motherfucker you’ve ever laid eyes on.”
You?
“Who else, kid? Just close your eyes, go back to sleep, and don’t rock the boat until it’s time for us to mutiny on these motherfuckers.”
Charlie had never been one to believe in things like fate or things happening for a reason. But there was no mistaking that something was happening here. Something weird, fantastic, and terrifying all at once. He was on the verge of discovering his destiny in a man named Boricio.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 11 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Now why can’t he just shut the fuck up? 
I’ve got Manny, Moe, and Jack to my right and only Moe has to be a fucking hard-on. Can’t wait to shut your yap box, you whiney bitch. Gonna start things off with you, too. Should start with Manny, but fuck if you deserve to live an extra 16 seconds. 
Boricio had been trying to brew banter with Adam for the better part of 15 minutes, but Moe kept butting into the conversation. If Adam were a chick, Moe was a Cock Blocker Extraordinaire. Adam knew something. Something big. Boricio needed to know what it was. That was enough to spare his life, but the kid had been smart enough to tip Boricio with another reason or two. 
He could get answers out of Adam easy as shit, but only with rhythm, and that wasn’t going to happen with Moe shoving his dick into the conversation every five minutes. Worthless piece of shit hadn't delivered a single fact Boricio could use, except maybe that the Jackson “Dead Guard Walking” fucker is a sadistic asshole, but Boricio didn’t need a back bayou shaman to see that one. At least the other guys were mostly quiet. 
“Hey, Jack, how’d you get caught?” Boricio asked, hoping if Jack spoke for a little bit, Moe might latch onto him and give Boricio some space to talk with Adam.
“Was the strangest shit. You’d never believe it if you didn’t have all this other no way, no how to believe already. And it’d be funny even if it wasn’t so goddamned terrifying, or maybe if I heard it from someone else. See, weird thing was, I was wide awake when it happened, least I had been just a ball hair before. I came home late, worked till 1:30 at the Ugly Tuna because Richie always stops showing up for his shifts whenever it’s his first week with some new tail. And he ain’t never gonna get fired because Nate’s been married to his ma for the last two years. Anyways, I was out of there by 10 'til, and home by five after. Me and Nadine started fuckin’ straight up at 2:12, because the clock is on her side, and we was both facing that way. So, I started getting my face on, you know, but right before I popped, I suddenly blacked out, except I wasn’t gone nowhere unconscious. I was still fuckin‘ and feeling and all, but I was sorta suspended with animation, or whatever they call it. Couldn’t move and couldn't see. Time just hung like that for a helluva spell until all of a sudden I was poppin' the weasel without a Nadine to catch it. She was totally gone, and the clock was blinking 2:16.
“So you only lasted four minutes?” asked Manny.
“I told you there was suspended animation.”
“That’s a crazy story, man,” Boricio said, “You must have been out of your head! What did you do? How long until you found someone else? Where did you go?” Jack was sucking down his own story like a fat kid with cake, so Boricio obliged him with a new handful of questions.  
“I left the house and saw the town was full of nothing but empty, then came back home for two days not knowing what to do. I finally got into Nadine’s Honda; it had less gas in it, but got way more to the gallon than the Chevy, and I hit the road. I didn’t see no one for a long while until I came on an old church my second day driving. The church looked Catholic, and all the lights were on, which seemed like a miracle in itself. Fool’s gold, though. Before I hit the holy water no less than three guns were aimed at my face. Something hit me hard from behind and next thing I knew, I was in here.”
A lot of shit seeped in the silences between people’s sentences, finished and unfinished. That fucker Jack knew something about something, and wasn’t saying shit about it. That wasn’t gonna do Boricio one cunt hair of good. No, he’d get that fucker to kick a jumbo pot of beans before he ended him. 
“That sounds so scary,” Boricio said. “I bet it felt right good when you first saw those lights and thought you’d found some people.” He seasoned his sentence with a sympathetic pause, then added, “Too bad it turned out like it did.”
“Yeah, but at least I’m with other folks now. It was awful being in the middle of all that nothing ... ”
There it was. Boricio heard it clear, even if everyone else was too stupid to hear the shit that wasn’t being said. “What else did you see out there, man?” 
Silence. 
“It’s okay, we’ve all seen some crazy stuff in the last few days. World’s gone upside down. We’ll believe you. Right, guys?” 
A murmur of agreement rippled around the room, followed by a lingering silence. Boricio didn’t press it. A long silence was exactly what Jack needed to be drawn into talking. Finally, he drew a deep breath and let it spill. 
“Day before I hit the church I saw something moving off the side of the road. Crazy-looking and not quite right, a bit like road kill, but longer, more human. I slowed as I got closer, and sure as the shits at a chili cook off, it was wearing people clothes. I got out, real slow ‘cuz it was just laying there, but laying there all wrong, if you know what I mean, though you probably don’t. I was halfway to it before I thought to go back and grab the Winchester from the Honda. I tiptoed to the thing, and about lost it when I got up close. It was black and white, dirt and light. The grimiest, scariest, living scarecrow of a creature I ever saw, and I worked at a slaughterhouse for two years. The thing started making all sorts a unholy sounds, and then it tried to get up. I don’t even know if it could have, but I emptied the rifle into it before I got the chance to find out. I put every bullet where its face should’ve been, just in case. Then I saw another creature just like it later that night. So the short of it is, I’m with the kid; maybe this place right here ain’t so bad after all.”
No one spoke, then Moe said, “Anyone else see these jitterbugs?”
A chorus of yeses followed, Boricio’s included, though he added his last, and he was lying. 
These Mexican bean jittery fuckers don’t sound like no soldiers of any sort. They sound like some kind of accident, courtesy of whatever Armageddon dipshit let the fries burn in the first place.  
“I seen worse,” Adam said. “I seen a bunch of them things. First one was in my house. I swore the thing was coming for my old man. Would’ve sworn on a stack a Holy Bibles a foot high. I thought the Devil had come to bring him home, and I ran from the house as soon as I saw it. I ran straight for the gorge, since that’s where I like to go when I don’t want to be found, and I saw six or seven more on the way. When I got there, I couldn’t believe what I saw — a couple dozen more of them things just quivering at the entrance. And just past them, that was the scariest shit I ever seen. There were bodies, dead people, hundreds, maybe even thousands. All  of ‘em stacked. Stacked so high you wouldn’t believe. It looked like ... ”
Eureka! Organized disposal! Hunters! 
“What do you mean stacked?” interrupted Manny. “You mean the bodies were in a pile?”
“No, sir. Not a pile. A stack. The bodies were stacked in rows. Like pallets in a warehouse.” 
Boricio smelled something on Moe. Whatever the fuck had been brewing in that guy’s ball sack earlier was boiling now. Something was off, and it had to do with the way Adam was telling his story. 
There was a click, a whine, and a warm gust of air, followed by the unmistakable scent of that asshole, Jackson. 
Looks like it might be game time. Don’t know how much more I’m gonna dig from this crowd. I’m leaving with some intel and an ally. Might be ready to leave with a scalp or two, too. Maybe I’ll let old Dead Guard Walking decide, give him a chance to live another small while just to be a good sport. But if he wants to live, he’ll have to be a good puppy and show me.
“What’s up, dipshit?” Another slap on the side of Boricio’s ear. 
“I’m sorry about earlier, Sir. Really I am.” Boricio kept his hands behind his back, laying flat on the mat. “I meant no disrespect. I’m just awful scared. These last couple of days have been terrible hard, and I sure didn’t expect to get thrown in here on top of it all.”
“Aww, shucks, well ain’t that a nice apology?” He’d become Dead Guard Walking the second he shoved food into Boricio’s mouth, but he just sped up the sands in his hourglass with the condescending tone and a second slap to the ear. Boricio’s ear stung loudly, but he didn’t mind. It was fuel. 
Boricio laughed. 
“What’re you laughing at? You need me to remind you about some of the rules before I show you firsthand who makes ‘em?”
Boricio continued to laugh, harder and harder, forcing himself into the rhythm at first, until he lost himself to the insanity of the beat. He could feel Dead Guard Walking start to sweat. “Better tell me what you’re laughing at, fucker, or I’ll make you swallow your chuckles along with a few of your teeth.” To punctuate his threat, Dead Guard Walking slammed a boot heel on Boricio’s knee. He should’ve screamed, but Boricio only laughed harder. 
“You’ve seen the Star Wars movies, right?” Boricio said, once he stopped laughing.
Dead Guard Walking was silent, but mostly because he didn’t know what to say. Finally he said, “Course, everyone has.” 
“You know what a Tauntaun is? They’re those furry snow camel kangaroo things from Empire Strikes Back. Remember when Han Solo has to keep Luke warm so he cuts open the belly of the Tauntaun to steal his heat? Well, I was just picturing doing that to you, except I’d be doing it just for fun, seeing as how I’m plenty warm as is. I got to laughing once I realized I couldn't truly picture it on account of me not knowing what you look like. So, I just pictured a big, old rusty sheriff’s badge tacked to an asshole.” Boricio erupted into an encore of raging laughter.
Dead Guard Walking leaned down and put his face just inches from Boricio. “What are you going to do with your hands behind your back, you fucking freak? Only thing you can do in the position you’re in right now is suck my dick and thank me for the pleasure.”
“I will thank you. I can’t wait until your cock is in my mouth. Mmm, yummy,” Boricio said, laughing. “I’ll bite it off and swallow it without chewing, then I’ll make sure I stick around long enough to make you gobble every bite of my shit, even if I have to drag you out of here half dead and screaming.” 
Dead Guard Walking took a big step back. Boricio laughed again. That type of fear was probably new for Jackson, but then again, so was Boricio’s brand of crazy.
“You’re jumping to the front of the line, asshole.” Dead Guard Walking’s final words were followed by a whine and the door shutting. Boricio figured he had maybe three minutes before Jackson was back, probably with Testosterone and Big Nippled Bitch in tow. 
It was now or never. 
Boricio gave up the pretense of being bound, and slowly reached up and took off his blindfold. 
Well, fuck me.
He almost didn’t believe what he saw. 
 
 



“COME TOGETHER”
 



Chapter 1 — Brent Foster
 
Oct. 16
7:20 a.m.
New York City
 
“Daddy?” Ben’s voice cried out through the old man’s face.
“Ben?” Brent said, eyes wide, staring at Joe in a mixture of disbelief, horror, and ...  relief. “Is that you?”
“Daddy?” His son again. Impossible as it was, it was without doubt his son’s voice escaping from the maintenance man’s throat.
“Can you hear me?” Brent asked.
Joe’s lids closed on his milky-white eyes, then fell silent as his head dropped forward.
“Ben?!” Brent screamed, shaking Joe. 
Joe was breathing, but he may as well have been dead.  
Luis kept driving, navigating through the foggy streets of New York like a pro, though Brent was only slightly aware of anything beyond Joe.
“That was your son’s voice?” Luis asked.
“Yes.” Brent said.
“How is that even possible?” 
“How is any of this possible?” Brent said. “Is Joe okay, do you think?”
Luis looked Joe up and down, “I dunno; what the hell is that splotchy shit on his head?”
Brent looked closer. Dark, web-like veins were running in scattered lines beneath Joe’s skin, next to dark, mottled circles that looked like bruising.
“Looks like some sort of ... infection or something.” Brent said. “Did you see his eyes?”
Luis nodded, “Do you think he’s ... gonna turn into one of them? Like a zombie?”
The idea would have seemed insane a day earlier. Now, they were living in a world filled with insane. 
“I don’t know.”
Luis said, “If he shows any signs, any signs at all, we need to shoot him before he infects us.” 
“We can’t just shoot him.”
“We don’t have to; I will,” Luis said.
Brent paused for a long time trying to think of the right way to frame his words without sounding even crazier than their theories of alien zombies taking over the city.
“What if he’s connected to Ben somehow?”
“What?”
“You heard Ben, right? I mean, you don’t know Ben’s voice, but I do. And that was it. What if Joe is somehow channeling Ben from somewhere else? Maybe Ben is in trouble and somehow Joe, in a nearly comatose state, is able to pick up on the broadcast?”
“Sure, it may have sounded like your son, but all the old man said was ‘Daddy,’ not ‘Daddy, come save me’ or anything like that.”
Brent stared in the rearview, but Luis didn’t meet his gaze, his eyes fixed on the road.
“What are you saying?” Brent asked.
“I’m saying, and don’t take this wrong, but maybe you’re hearing what you want to hear. You want to believe your wife and son are alive and out there. Hell, I want the same thing for my little girl. But that don’t make it so. I don’t know why Joe sounded like your kid. It’s freaky as shit, but I don’t think it changes a thing. We still need to head to Black Island and get the hell outta here before more of those fuckers come at us.”
Brent stared hard at the mirror, Luis’ words seeping in, though it was hard to ignore a message from Ben, even if it wasn’t the genuine thing. Even though he considered Luis’ logic, which rang loud and rational in the practical side of Brent’s brain, he still couldn’t shake the sound of his baby boy’s voice. It was as if Ben were there in the car, riding right beside them.
Brent stared at Joe, wishing the man would say something, anything else that might part the clouds on some answers. Or hell, even if it didn’t, just hearing Ben speak once more would be enough to feed Brent’s hope that his wife and son might still be out there somewhere.
He pulled Stanley Train from his pocket, stared at the smiling face, then clutched the train as if it were the last connection he had to Ben.
 
**
 
They’d made their way north to the Cross Bronx Expressway, still nearly three hours from East Hampton Docks, when Joe started to murmur again, head down and eyes still closed.
“This is ... ” Joe said, in a man’s voice Brent didn’t recognize.
Luis and Brent waited for the rest of the sentence, but Joe spoke in a woman’s voice instead. “We’re here.”
Luis looked in the rearview, his eyes asking Brent if he recognized the voice.
Brent shrugged his shoulders.
“Where are you?” Brent tried.
“Daddy?” Ben’s voice again.
Brent’s heart leapt into his chest.
“Is that you, Ben?”
“Daddy, I’m scared.”
“Don’t be,” Brent said, tears filling his eyes at the sound of his son in fear. “Where are you?”
Joe murmured something else in a man’s voice, in a language that Brent didn’t understand. Another voice spoke over the first, in unison in what seemed like a Russian dialect.
Brent stared at Joe’s mouth, open and moving, but out of sync with the voices, like a badly dubbed movie. Or ... a radio.
The two voices speaking impossibly at once sent a chill down Brent’s spine even icier than the one he felt hearing his son’s voice.
“Where are you?” Brent asked again.
“Square ... Times Square,” Ben said.
Brent’s eyes widened, his pulse quickened, “Times Square?”
“Square,” another voice said, followed by three more, repeating the word. 
Luis looked at Brent, shaking his head. “Don’t even ask.”
“Come on, man, we’ve got to turn around.”
Luis bit his lip. “Do you really think they’re there?”
“I don’t know, but I have to find out. Whether you want to let me out right here, or what, I have to go, alien zombies or not.”
Luis spun the car around, and headed back as Joe continued babbling the word “square” on repeat.
 
**
 
They reached the corner of West 59th Street and 7th Avenue when they ran into their first major obstacle on the roads. 
Rows of cars blocked 7th Avenue southbound. More cars blocked 59th Street going east, packed so tight they formed a sea of cars you’d have to climb over to cross. The cars didn’t appear to have been parked so much as placed to create a barrier. Luis spun the BMW around, but found both Broadway and 8th Avenue were every bit as barricaded.
“It’s like someone deliberately blocked all street travel to Times Square,” Brent said. 
“So, what do you wanna do?” Luis said, frustrated and driving back to 7th Avenue. “Lookin’ at a mile walk with God knows what out there.”
“I don’t have a choice,” Brent said, “But you guys can wait here. I won’t take offense.”
“Bullshit,” Luis said, “We’re in this shit together, bro.”
“What about him?” Brent asked, nodding toward Joe, passed out and silent.
“He’s probably safer in the car. It is bulletproof after all,” Luis said. “I’ll just park it up next to these others here so it blends in and maybe nobody notices him.”
Brent grabbed a pen and paper from his duffel bag, leaving a note for Joe in the air conditioning vent. The note said not to leave the car; they’d be back soon. Brent was going to write something telling Joe to take the car and leave if they weren’t back by noon, but Luis only had a single set of keys and wasn’t willing to leave them in the car with a half-comatose old man.
They stepped from the car and into the murky city, holding their gun-heavy bags.
 
**
 
Seventh Avenue seemed less like a street than a long hallway with a low ceiling of fog pushing down on them from 20 feet above. A long maze, with all the cars acting as obstacles. Visibility was limited to 20 feet in any direction, giving them little time to see any threats, especially if they came from above again. The only advantage they had, if any, was that the city was still impossibly silent, meaning they’d be able to hear the creatures even if they couldn't see them.
It also meant the creatures would hear them if they weren’t quiet.
They climbed over the first row of cars, careful to make as little sound as possible, watching for anything that might be hiding inside, next to, or near the vehicles. They were vulnerable; at least Brent was as he climbed over each car, awkwardly holding his gun so he could still climb without putting it away, and still managing to hold his bag of guns. Brent’s heart pounded in his chest, as he attempted to keep an eye on everything, in front of, behind, below, and above. 
As they climbed over the eighth row of cars, Brent was out of breath and sweaty, wishing he’d been in better shape. He was relieved to see the barricade end. Though he couldn’t see more than 20 feet, it seemed unlikely they’d run into a second wall of cars.
The walk, which should have taken 15 minutes or so under normal circumstances, would likely take an hour at the pace they were going, treading carefully along the right side of the road. Luis stayed in front, alternating his shotgun’s aim straight ahead and above, depending on the sounds around him.
With the city so quiet, natural sounds seemed eerily amplified. Wind, birds in the distance — the first birds Brent could remember hearing, now that he thought about it — and other unfamiliar sounds he tried unsuccessfully to recognize. Sounds were all sinister when you couldn't see their sources.
The duffel bag’s strap dug into his shoulder blade, so Brent stopped to switch shoulders. Ahead, Luis said, “Fuck me.”
Brent looked up — another wall of cars spanning the street’s width.
Luis went first. Brent followed, hoisting himself on top of the trunk of an old Cadillac and stepping gingerly on the roof, hoping he’d not fall through. The metal dented under his weight. He jumped from the hood. Luis was ahead, climbing the roof of a Hummer. Brent followed, just as Luis hopped down and onto the hood of a red BMW. 
A high pitched siren wailed the minute Luis’s feet hit the metal. Startled, Brent raised his gun and fired into the fog above twice before realizing Luis had simply set off an alarm.
“Sorry,” Brent said with a laugh.
Luis laughed, as the alarm continued to wail. “Dumb ass.”
As Brent climbed on top of the Hummer and was about to jump down, he saw Luis’ eyes widen, staring behind Brent.
The alarm! They heard it!
“Run!” Luis screamed, already hopping from car to car. Brent didn’t want to turn back to see what Luis saw, but couldn’t help himself. He glanced over his shoulder and nearly froze on the spot.
Dozens of the creatures came spilling from the wall of fog behind them: running, clicking, and shrieking.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 2 — Callie Thompson
 
 
Oct. 18
Mid-morning
Pensacola, Florida
 
Callie woke up feeling as though she’d been kicked in the head by a team of horses.
Dizzy and confused, she stared through the gauze of the faded white curtain blowing softly in the breeze thinking, for just a moment, that she was back home, the world hadn’t vanished, and it had all been a bad dream. 
“Oh, you’re up?” a familiar voice said next to her.
She felt thin fabric brushing against her nipples and realized she was naked in bed. Naked and smelling of chlorine. She lifted all hundred pounds of her head, then slowly turned toward the voice. It was Bob, also naked.
She wanted to jump up, run, vomit, anything as long as it was something far, far away. But her body refused to budge. Instead, she fell back on her pillow, trapped by inertia. She closed her eyes and swallowed, gathering her strength. 
She sat up. “What the ... ?” she said, her voice as slurred as her mind felt.
She turned to Bob, who was strobing between full-on asshole and fuzzy blur. “You drugged me?” she asked, her voice somewhere between accusation and confusion. 
The last thing she remembered was waking up, looking for Charlie, then drinking beer with Bob. After that, she had no memory at all. Given her state of undress, and sore vagina, she was sure she’d been raped. Rage, hurt, and fear flooded her system as she struggled to keep calm and avoid a full-blown panic attack.
She would have accused him; hell, she would have found something nice and blunt to bash Bob’s fucking face in, but her head was a dumbbell’s worth of hurt and she was far too dizzy (and defenseless) to risk provoking the savage animal he so clearly was.
She’d have to play it cool, bide her time, then escape.
“Drugged?” Bob said, laughing, “Girl, you were down with it. You asked for it. Not gonna say you were begging, but just between me and you, you kinda were.” 
It took everything she had, and then some, not to knock the smirk from his face.
“What did you give me?”
“I think the kids call it ‘G,’ it really fucks you up all sorts of good.”
The date-rape drug?
“How ya feeling?” Bob asked, reaching over to cup her breast.
She pulled away, covering herself with the sheet.
“Oh, you’re gonna play shy, now?” Bob asked. His voice was playful. He reached over again with one hand, the other playing Jaws beneath the sheet.
“Not now,” she said, “I feel like I’ve got the worst hangover ever. My head is killing me.”
“Want some water?” he asked, getting up from the bed, his cock pointing straight. She fought the urge to vomit. 
“Yeah,” she said, “JUST water.”
Bob laughed.
Asshole.
Callie didn’t wait for the water. She jumped out of bed, head spinning, and stumbled to the bathroom, then shut and locked the door and fell to the toilet and vomited. She took the longest shower of her life, not caring that the water was almost ice.
She sank to the floor of the shower, her bottom on the freezing tile and her head in her palms. She would have given anything if tears would finally fall, but they were trapped, burning her lids in horror and shame.
She hadn’t cried once since the world went to hell.
She thought about everything that had happened since the world went away. Watching as her neighbor was torn to ribbons, missing her mother with a bottomless depth she didn’t even know she could feel, and now getting raped at the hands of a creepy, white trash, old man. She should have been a broken mess. Water from the shower streamed down her face, her mouth opened in anguish, trying to open a spigot of tears that simply refused to flow. 
She’d always been strong, had to grow up that way being a mixed girl in a lily-white neighborhood with fat pockets of deep-rooted, if slightly closeted, racism. But she wasn’t heartless, far from it. She loved her mother more than life; so why wasn’t she able to cry for her absence? 
What kind of daughter am I?
She wished, not for the first time, that her mother was there for her. But at the same time, she was glad her mother had been spared whatever was happening. Monsters, rapists, and God knows what else. Maybe her mother was lucky, vanishing along with the rest of humanity.
A knock at the door. Bob.
“You want this water or what?”
“I’m good,” she said. 
He didn’t respond, so she figured he’d gone off to start his daily boozing. She’d wait until he got good and drunk. That’s when she’d leave. She’d look for Charlie, hope he wasn’t too mad at her for rejecting him, and they’d take off together. She’d have to be careful, though. Bob was a ticking time bomb, and she wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to bury her obvious disgust. 
Maybe it was a good thing she hadn’t been able to cry. It was as if someone unplugged the weakest part of her, so she could stay strong and do exactly what she needed to do to survive.
 
**
 
“That little fucker stole my shotgun!” Bob said from his spot on the couch, thumbing through porn magazines he’d picked up at a convenience store.
I hope he’s not fueling up for me.
Other than briefly asking where Charlie had gone earlier in the morning, it was the first time Bob had even mentioned Charlie’s absence. When Bob asked if she’d seen him, she was honest, saying Charlie was probably hiding because she’d rejected him. She felt horrible about telling Bob that, and even more awful when Bob couldn’t stop laughing. But better to tell him that than give him more reasons to be mad at Charlie.
No wonder he ran off.
Her only wish was that Charlie had asked her to go with him. Though she rejected him, it wasn’t because she didn’t like him. She did, just not in the way he seemed to like her. He was a nice kid, maybe the nicest she’d ever known, but she wasn’t attracted to him at all. He was too young, too green, and altogether not her type. Besides, love, lust, and sex, none of that was on her mind now. She was in survival mode, barely able to cope with her own feelings, let alone massage another’s. She hadn’t been lying when she said she wasn’t looking for a relationship. The world had changed in a flash, and she had changed right along with it.
“When he gets back here, I’m gonna whip his ass,” Bob said, cracking open another beer. 
“Where do you think he went?” she asked, fishing for information. “Does he know anyone here?”
“I doubt it. Though who knows? The little freak sits in his room all day on the fucking Internet. Maybe he had a buncha other geeky computer friends all over the country just waiting to jerk him off. Joke’s on him, though. Ain’t nobody left to pull his pud. He’ll come back when he realizes how bad he needs me.”
Bob downed the beer and crushed the can against his head like some kind of frat boy asshole.
“You want another beer?” Callie asked, purposely making sure she was up when he finished.
“Yeah,” he joked, “About time you make yourself useful.”
She didn’t respond.
“Aw, come on, I’m just messin’ with you. Sheesh, women are so sensitive.”
She went into the kitchen and found the plastic water bottle that was different from the others. For one, it was the only bottle in the fridge which had been opened and was only a quarter full. The bottle’s label was also worn, indicating a lot of re-use. She didn’t know if it was Derek’s G, though she doubted it, or Bob’s personal supply, which seemed all the more likely. She had no idea how much G you’d put in someone’s drink, so she poured what seemed like twice the appropriate amount into Bob’s open beer can. 
She brought the can in and handed it to Bob with a smile. “I’m not feeling too good,” she said, putting a hand over her stomach, “I think my friend is coming.”
“Your friend?” Bob said, taking a swig, then realizing, “Oh, your menses. Hell, woman, you did not need to tell me that shit.”
“I’m gonna take a nap,” she said, “Call me if Charlie comes back.”
“Don’t worry, you’ll hear the sound of him begging me to let him in.”
Callie forced a laugh, then went upstairs.
 
**
 
She didn’t know how long the drug took to work or even if it would knock Bob out completely. If it was his supply, maybe he had built up a resistance to it. Maybe it just made him delirious. She thought he’d said something about getting good and fucked up on it. She hoped it would at least impair him long enough for her to get out of the house without him noticing.
She waited 20 minutes, then got out of bed and snuck out of her room and down the hall to his. The door was open and the duffel bags of guns lay on the bed. She found the Glock she’d been practicing with. She grabbed it, along with a box of bullets and went back to her room.
She loaded the gun, grabbed a charcoal jacket from the closet, about three sizes too big, put the bullets in her pocket and headed out the window to get the hell away from Bob. She hoped she could find Charlie before Bob came looking for her.
 
**
 
Clouds hung low in the sky, as Callie stepped onto the street. 
No sign of Charlie or the Toyota he’d taken from Derek’s driveway. She hoped he’d not gone far. Though she didn’t know him well enough to venture an educated guess, she thought he may have stayed relatively close, just to be on the safe side. Far away enough to make a point and hide from Bob, but close enough to run home if necessary.
She needed a car. She wasn’t about to risk taking Bob’s car, or the car in the garage. She went a few doors down on the opposite side of the street where a cute, purple VW bug sat in the driveway.
She knocked on the door on the off chance someone was home. The door was made mostly of etched glass framed in a deep redwood. Seeing no one inside, she tried the doorknob. Locked.
She glanced down, searching for a rock to break the window, then laughed out loud at the planter beside the walkway filled with small round rocks and one large square gray one, so out of place it may as well have had a label on it reading, “fake rock key holder.”
She retrieved the key and let herself inside.
The house was warm, and the smell of cinnamon potpourri made her think of her mom’s craft room. She went to the kitchen and combed the wall for a key rack and the counter for keys. Nothing. She headed back to the doorway to see if she’d missed an obvious spot where people might keep car keys. She found a mail sorter on a ledge, and a small box of random crap, but no keys.
Callie remembered seeing an anime decal on the VW’s rear window, which made her think the car belonged to a teenager, so she went upstairs and found a door with purple letters spelling out “Meghan” on the door.
She went inside the room and into an explosion of purple. Light-lavender walls, dark-purple curtains and bedding, and dark-purple wood trim on the door, closets, and baseboards. It was a room Callie could definitely live in. Very cute. On the walls were some anime posters Callie wasn’t familiar with. She was strictly a Marvel and DC girl. In the corner, a shiny, creamy-purple BC Rich electric guitar and Peavey amp.
“Cool!” Callie said, picking it up and strumming with a dark-purple pick that matched the strap. She wished the power were on so she could do a little shredding. She wasn’t a great guitar player by any stretch, and didn’t have the patience to learn other people’s songs. Mostly, she played her own tunes. But she hadn’t played anything in more than a year, since her band broke up due to excessive bitchiness of two of its members. 
The strings felt good beneath her fingers. Felt right. She regretted not playing more.
She strummed a few chords, trying to remember a song she’d been working on. Just when she got it, and fell into a rhythm, she heard the door slam open downstairs.
Shit! Bob!
She sat the guitar on the bed, ran to the closet, and slid the door open. Despite the room’s neatness, Meghan’s closet was stuffed with boxes and mountains of clothes. Callie wedged herself inside, trying to keep quiet while also listening for sounds of footsteps coming up the stairs. It was a tight squeeze, but she managed to get in and slide the door shut, leaving the thinnest of cracks, still allowing her a thin sliver to peek outside. She wondered what she’d do if Bob came into the room. If she’d stayed where she was, she could have innocently claimed that she was just looking for Charlie.
But now that she’d hidden, her intentions were clear. She was on the run. And he would be pissed. And worse, if he realized she’d drugged him, he’d probably kill her. She grabbed the gun from her jacket pocket, and wondered if she could pull the trigger. This morning, when she realized Bob had raped her, she could easily have shot him. But now, a few hours later, her anger had been replaced with a steady drip of mounting fear.
The closet was an echo chamber for her rapid heartbeat and shallow breaths. She put her left hand over her mouth as if it could silence the sound of her breathing.
A crash sounded downstairs, something being knocked over.
Bob was pissed.
Then another crash.
And another.
Suddenly, Callie began to realize it probably wasn’t Bob downstairs. As if the intruder sensed her realization, the creature made its horrible clicking.
And it wasn’t alone.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 3 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
 
Oct. 18
Somewhere in Alabama
 
Boricio took off his blindfold. 
Well, fuck me.
He almost didn’t believe what he saw. 
That pile of shit Moe wasn’t wearing a blindfold, and he sure as hell didn’t have a fucked up face. The other captives were as they said, knees on burlap and rags over their faces. And like he said, Adam looked just old enough to buy beer without getting carded. But Moe, that fucker was on his knees, and though his hands were behind his back and bound like everyone else’s, he was in full custody of his eyesight. For now.
Moe drew a surprised breath the second Boricio leapt to his feet. 
They stared at one another, neither speaking. The prisoners rustled beside them, sensing movement and tension, but could see nothing and prove even less.
Boricio slithered toward Moe, but Moe didn’t flinch or move. At least not much. His lips were quivering, and his breath was scattered all over the place.
Boricio sniffed the room then put his hand at the back of Moe’s curly mat of hair and yanked it by the root. Moe whimpered. Boricio leaned in and whispered low enough so only Moe could hear him, barely.
“The itsy bitsy spider, crawled up the water spout ... ”
Boricio’s fingers crept along the back of Moe’s neck.
“Down came the rain and washed the spider out. Out came the sun and it dried up all the rain ... ”
His fingers crawled over to the other side, the longest one making a circle inside Moe’s ear. “The itsy bitsy spider, went up the spout again.”
“What ... what do you want from me?” Moe started to shake. 
Boricio bit the edge of Moe’s ear, right at the cartilage, just enough to hurt like a hard-on bent in half, but not enough to draw blood. He whispered again: 
“The itsy bitsy spider, crawled up the water spout. Down came the rain and washed the spider out. Out came the sun and it dried up all the rain ... ”
“You don’t want to kill me, man.” Moe said, more statement than plea.
“Don’t I?” Boricio raised an eyebrow. The prisoners strained to listen. Boricio lowered himself to a squat. “What are you really afraid of? I’m unarmed and all you have to do is yell. Are you that big of a pussy, or is there a bigger, badder wolf out there than ole Boricio?”
A final whimper, then a vomit of words: “Look, we don’t have time at all because any second now Jackson is going to come back in here and when he does, he’ll be bringing Brock and Veronica with him and that’s going to be big, bad news for all of us. I don’t have the time to tell you everything, but I swear I can help. I can save your life, not just in here, but out there, too. I don’t think you know what’s out there. But it’s not what you think ... oh my God, I think I hear them outside ... ”
A rustling outside the door …
“Sit down, man, please.” Begging from Manny.
“You’re going to get us killed.” Jack agreed. 
“I think they’re right, sir.” Adam made three.
The rustling grew louder, then stopped. 
“We’re not finished,” Boricio said, kissing Moe on the cheek and returning his blindfold, and laying back down on the ground with his hands beneath him.
A single set of footsteps preceded the sound of cloth scraping concrete followed by a squeaky hinge and burlap whipping air. A sixth mat was added to the floor, confirmed by the thud of a body.
 A second later, Dead Guard Walking’s bad breath was stinking up Boricio’s personal air again. “Looks like I got shit to tend to on the immediate side,” he said, “but you and me got unfinished business ‘fore this day gets to being yesterday.”
Boricio smiled. “You know, I was just thinking the same exact thing.”
Another slap hit the side of Boricio’s head, but Dead Guard Walking must’ve been in a hurry because Boricio barely felt it. A second later, the door whined shut, and the guard’s scent fled the room. 
Boricio was back on his feet and in Moe’s face. “Alright, piggy, squeal. You got seconds, and I mean short ones, before I start creating new ways to fuck you up, starting with ones that hurt most, followed by the ones that just make me laugh.” 
Boricio introduced his heel to Moe’s jaw, hard enough to prove he wasn’t worried about getting caught, though he forced his fist in Moe’s mouth to muffle his cry anyway. 
“I ain’t ready for them to get back in here quite yet,” he said. 
Boricio grabbed another thatch of hair and said, “Squeal, pig!” then started whistling the tune to Gimme One Reason. 
Moe spoke in a whimper. “I was one of you. No different. Same thing happened to me when Veronica brought me here, just like all of you guys. Only difference was it happened to me on the first day. They told me I was gonna get spared so long as I played ball and told them what the prisoners was saying each time they was in here and so that’s what I’ve been doing since. I just told you the thing about my cheek because I didn’t want you to be suspicious. I’m not one of them, I’m just trying to stay alive.”
Boricio stopped whistling. “Why don’t you have a blindfold?”
“They want me to keep my eye on things. Let them know if I see anything weird. But I’m still locked up, no different.” Moe tilted his head back to gesture at his bound wrists.
“That’s the sorta that’s all there is that makes a man stop breathing. I suggest you talk faster and actually start saying something, fucknut.”
Moe swallowed, then continued to push words through a cry. “I think these people are survivalists, you know like the folks you hear about up holing away for the end of the world up in Montana. And this place is some sorta compound.”
“Survivalists?”  
“More than survivalists, though, I think they’re a cult. I’d reckon every group has a leader, but these guys kept talking about a prophet or something.”
“A prophet? Like Waco shit?” Boricio said.
“Exactly. No one’s told me anything direct, but I heard a bit, including from some kid who disappeared the first day. Seems he was one of them until he had a change of heart up around 2:15 a.m. a few days ago. Guess it was family fun when it was all Kool-Aid and unicorns, but as soon as it was real, he wanted out. But there is no out, so Jackson was allowed to take care of things as he saw fit. I didn’t see how fit that was, but I could hear some of it, and it sounded awful.”
“Solid job,” Boricio said, standing back up. “I’ll give you a B-. ‘Course, you’ll need at least a B+ to keep breathing, so it’s a good time to step it up. Tell me, what makes Señor Prophet so special, and what are they doing with the people they toss in here to trade bullshit with you? And don’t give me none of that ‘I don’t know shit,’ because the only thing that’s gonna keep you from earning a big fat C is some solid info. Now.”
“I can only guess about why they’re bringing people in here. For sure they’re looking for information. But it also seems like they’re waiting for someone in particular to show up. They also seem keen to know everything they can about everything, but I’ve no idea how much they actually know. But they seem to have some big plans.”
“What plans?”
“I don’t know ... ”
Boricio’s nostrils flared.
“But everyone here does, and I know it’s something bad. They’re sorting things out; seems like they’re gearing up to go after someone, but I don’t know who. As far as what makes the Prophet so special, I think he dreamed about whatever happened before it actually happened. I can see how that would give a man a mighty lot of power. I know it ain’t much, but it’s the best I got, and it’s honest to the word.”
Well now, I don’t think that’s what I ordered at all. Dreams have been daffy as a diseased duck for days, which probably wouldn’t mean shit if they weren’t so goddamned Technicolor. And it’s a sour gallon of fucking milk that I don’t have a clue what they mean.
Boricio tried not to think about his own weird-ass dreams. Wasn’t like Moe was gonna be much help figuring shit out. That fucker rode the short bus and licked the windows on the trip. “What else can you tell me about the grounds? How many guards?”
“Not sure how much more I can help,” Moe said. “I’ve never been out of this room, except for about 15 minutes on the second day when they were cleaning this one, though it didn’t look no different when we came back in. I guess I did see some stuff then.”
“Like what?”
“There’s a station just outside this main building, seems like a communication shack or something. And then there’s a second cluster of buildings, looks like there’s a farm with a silo, plus a big, long building, might’ve been stables.”
“How many people you figure are in this place?”
“No idea, never even seen anyone from the other buildings. I seen maybe a dozen people total, but there could be 10 times that. Or more.”
Moe didn’t wait for his B+, just started begging instead. “I’m like you, man, just lucky enough to wind up here a few days earlier. I’ll help you, I want to help you. These people scare the fuck outta me. And I’m the only one in the room who knows the way out of here, at least sort of. There’s a garage by the communication shack. I’m sure there are cars in there. I’ll take you there. If you don’t waste time, you will survive. I want to get out of here, and I want to help you.”
“Long as you’re not one of them, it’s fine with me,” Boricio said. “Every number matters.”
Yeah, we’ll just see about that you Benedict Arnold motherfucker. Give me a reason to reach down your throat and pull your tongue out and gut you like a pig.
The newest prisoner stirred. 
“I think our new friend is awake,” Adam said.
Boricio couldn’t have the new prisoner making noise and drawing anyone to the room; not before he was ready. He placed his hand over the prisoner’s mouth, “Shhh,” he said. “You’ve been kidnapped. But we’re gonna get you outta here.”
Uneasy recognition blended with the confusion on his face. “Boricio?” asked the prisoner, who looked to be around Adam’s age.
Boricio paused, got down next to the kid, and clutched his throat. “How the fuck you know my name, kid?”
“Sorry,” he said, “I’m... I’m not sure what I meant.” 
A controlled rage rumbled inside Boricio. “The fuck you talking about, boy? You said my name clear as fucking Windex. You wanna tell me why, or you want me to tear off your arm and beat you with the soggy end, you Kids-Eat-Free-On-Tuesday fuck? You don’t use my name and not tell me why, unless you want it to be the last thing you do.”
 The prisoner swallowed. “I’m sorry, man. My name’s Charlie Wilkens, and strange as this sounds, I met you in a dream. Last night. I fell asleep, and there you were, talking to me, just like you are right now. And then again, you were talking in my head when these people kidnapped me.”
Boricio stared down at Charlie, curiosity creeping through him. “Oh yeah, what did I say?”
Charlie gulped again. “You said that your father was a fucking cunt and that nobody fucks with Boricio. You also said that the only thing to do when you find a pussy is to fuck it.”
Icy shock wrapped around Boricio. The words were his alright. He vaguely remembered dreaming something along those lines, too, but the specifics were as lost as everything else in his recent memories.
Well that’s about 14 inches of fuck me silly. Looks like Benedict Arnold might be onto something with this Waco motherfucker and the dream machine.
“No crazy talk,” Boricio said, relaxing his grip on the kid’s throat. “I don’t have time for bullshit, or to figure out where we met before. Start with how you ended up here in the first place.”
“I was with my stepdad, Bob. He also survived, which is unfortunate since he’s such an asshole. We came across another survivor, a girl a little older than me. Once Bob decided not to crush her head with a crowbar, he went ahead and fucked her in the pool. Stole her away from me. So fuck him like the rest of the world.” Charlie drew a quick breath, then added, “And fuck you, too.” 
The defiance on what was exposed of the kid’s face was enough to make Boricio smile. It was obvious he never would’ve said what he had if given a second to think. And he sure as shit wouldn’t have done it if the blindfold wasn’t blocking the view of ole Boricio. Even now, the kid looked like he wished he could swallow his tongue, but he was still, unwilling to show fear. Even if his quivering chin betrayed him ever so. Still, Boricio had to give him credit for guts.
The room was silent. Manny, Jack, and Adam stayed quiet through the exchange with Moe, then the entire room had given him and Charlie the floor. Everyone was right where Boricio wanted — so terrified they could barely breathe, and ready to worship him as their new lord and savior if given the chance. 
“So, who’s up for busting out of here?” he asked.
Smiles and nods circled the room. Boricio reached into his boot and peeled back the sole, and retrieved his emergency razor blade, then moved in a line, freeing each of the prisoners from their restraints and blindfolds. When he got to Moe, he leaned in, blade to Moe’s face, and said, “You give me one reason, and I’ll kill you ‘til you’re a second from dying, then stop so these Kool-Aid-drinking motherfuckers can decide when you get your last two breaths, you dig?”
Moe nodded. Boricio turned to the room, slipped the razor back in its plastic case and slid it into his pocket.
“You’re all untied. That means you’re all invited to be valuable members of Team Boricio. Now if you’re not on Team Boricio, then that means you’re on Team Fucker. And let me assure you, every single person on Team Fucker is gonna die. So,” Boricio gave the group his biggest grin, “who wants to be on Team Boricio?” 
Everyone nodded. 
“No one does a thing without my say and only when I give it. I don’t know who these people are or why they want us here, but I can assure you, any fucker who walks through that door will be crawling out with a red smear behind them, if they’re lucky enough to crawl at all.” 
Charlie laughed. 
Boricio smiled. Kid had potential.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 4 — Edward Keenan
 
 
 
Oct. 16, 2011
Early evening
Cape Hope, North Carolina
 
“What are we gonna do?” Teagan asked, as the helicopter grew from hum to thunder as it drew closer. “Where can we hide?”
“We can hide in here.” Ed said. “But if they’ve got F.L.I.R., they’d still pick up the heat signature on the SUV’s engine, exhaust, and brakes. If they’ve got ground troops, they’d come looking house to house.”
“Are they looking for us?”
“Don’t know,” Ed said, “Maybe they’re looking for survivors. Maybe they’re here to help.”
“You think?”
The pregnant teen stared at him, wanting to believe things might be okay. Ed didn’t want to shatter her hopes. 
He knew she was thinking of the dream where the men in helicopters came to take her baby. The more he considered it, the less credence he gave the supernatural nature of her dream. It was a first-time mother’s fears of losing her child, that’s all. Amplified in a young girl who found herself suddenly without parents, or anyone else to care for her.
Still, that quiet voice in the back of Ed’s mind was there. Finely-tuned intuition: It isn’t just a dream; listen to the girl. His intuition had always called bullshit on anything superstitious or psychic. But for some reason, its ears were perked now. Either she was sharper than he thought or he was growing dull.
“I dunno,” Ed said. “I suggest we play it by ear. See what happens, prepare for the worst.”
“The worst? What’s that?”
“That they’ve come to harm us.”
He ran to the car, grabbed the Remington 30-06 rifles and shells he’d taken from the men at the gas station, and came back inside to prepare. He wished he’d had the foresight to break into a gun shop and load up on more weapons. But he hadn’t exactly expected to go toe-to-toe with helicopters.
That’s when he realized: The men in the chopper were looking for him, not the girl. Why didn’t I think of that before? Sure, he was probably presumed dead, and searches would be limited to the crash site and surrounding area unless evidence suggested he’d survived, but maybe someone had seen him and reported him to whatever authorities were still around. The rest of the world might be gone, but agents were roaches. Some survivors were a near certainty.  
And now they are coming.
He couldn’t take any chances. The men in the choppers might be there to help, but agents would say anything, show any face, to disarm you. 
He’d have to act quickly, without question; fire the first chance he got. Like at the convenience store. And he’d have to prepare Teagan for what was going to happen.
“I need you to trust me on this,” he said, meeting her frightened eyes. “If these guys are bad, or if I even think they’re bad, I’m going to shoot, no questions. Understand?”
Teagan nodded. 
Thunder grew louder. 
Ed went to the window, peered through the curtain, and saw the chopper hovering above the trailer park, light sweeping the grounds. The chopper appeared to be a Black Hawk, which meant it wasn’t likely scouring for people to save. There was room for maybe 11 troops in addition to two pilots and two crew chiefs, so even if they were flying with less troops, they couldn’t be expecting to pick up too many people. Meaning they’d either specifically come for them, or to kill them. Of course, the chopper could be reporting to base or be flying in advance of a transport chopper, but Ed couldn’t take the chance.
It’s go time.
“Stay inside. Get whatever you need and get it now. Be ready to go in two minutes.”
Ed stepped outside as the helicopter descended, raised his rifle and aimed at the cockpit. The pilots saw the threat, spun the chopper sideways, and a soldier stood at the machine gun, taking aim at Ed.
Ed had one shot before he’d be torn to shreds. While the top rotor made an easier target, it would likely require a few shots. A rear blade hit could bring the bird down quicker, but the shot was next to impossible. He steadied his aim on the rear rotor blades, held his breath, and took the shot. He managed two shots, both hitting the rear blade, causing the copter to spin violently out of control, nose pointed toward the tree tops as the pilot tried to wrestle the copter to a safe landing. 
Ed loaded more shells into the rifle, then followed the chopper’s descent to the beach as it crashed into the water. The top rotor blades, along with the tail of the chopper, split from the body like butter under blade and sent waves of debris flying toward the sand.
Ed waited for any sign of survivors, rifle ready. Two men emerged from the wreckage, dazed. Ed shot them both, one in the head and the other in the chest. Their bodies went limp then fell to the tide.
He waited two minutes’ worth of nothing, as most of the chopper remained underwater. 
He ran back to Teagan’s house, yelling, “Let’s go!”
Teagan was outside with two bags in four seconds, tossing them into the back of the SUV, as Ed pulled from the driveway and raced down the street.
“What happened?” 
“They’re gone.”
Teagan’s face was still. He could tell she was trying to work out whether to thank him or scold him for another round of murders. Guilt had a way of silencing criticism, so Teagan said nothing.
 
**
 
“Are we driving straight to Georgia?” Teagan said as the last of the sun dipped behind the horizon and the world fell into darkness again.
“Yeah, sooner we get to Georgia, the sooner we’ll know if Jade is okay.”
Teagan rubbed her belly, then looked up at Ed and said, “Thank you for saving us back there ... and at the gas station. You were right.”
Ed nodded, uncomfortable getting accolades for being a good killer.
“Do you think we’ll find anyone else? I mean, people who aren’t trying to hurt us?”
“I’m sure there’s good guys left,” Ed lied, “If we’re careful, maybe we’ll find a few.”
“What if we don’t?” She asked, tears in her eyes. “What if everyone else is gone? How are we supposed to live?” Then, a hiccup from hysteria: “How am I supposed to raise a child? How am I even supposed to have a child with no doctors, or nurses, or hospitals?”
“We don’t know if everyone is gone,” Ed said in his calmest voice. “For all we know, this is localized to a few states.”
“But what is it? What happened? Where did all the people go?”
“I dunno,” Ed said, “I’ve been trying to figure that out since I realized they were gone. And every time I think I have an idea which might seem plausible, I turn down the path to see where it goes and slam into a dead end.”
“Maybe God called everyone home?” she said.
Ed laughed.
“What?” she asked, offended.
“You really believe that?”
“Why not? It would explain why my parents went and I didn’t,” she said putting a hand on her unborn baby. “Maybe this is God’s punishment for my sins.”
Ed laughed harder, but stopped when he saw her pained look, ready for a fresh batch of tears.
“I’m not laughing at you,” he said, “It’s just that with all the evil shit going on in the world on a day-to-day basis, an unwed mother is the least of God’s concerns, assuming there is a God. If you were denied entry into heaven because you’re pregnant, the streets wouldn’t be empty now. They’d be so full to the brim with sinners, you wouldn’t be able to move six inches without bumping into another one. Believe me.”
She looked like she wanted to argue, but didn’t. Just stared out the window, like any other teenager who thinks the world, and God’s judgment, revolved around her.
“Maybe we’re not on Earth,” she said after a few minutes of thought. “Maybe the reason there’s not a ton of people around is because we’re in purgatory. Not bad people, necessarily, but not good enough to get into heaven.”
“I doubt it,” Ed said, “I can’t imagine a jury of angels debating whether or not I was a good person. If God had anything to do with this, I’d be in hell right now, trust me. And while we’re in the Deep South, and some might argue otherwise, this is hardly hell.”
Teagan laughed.
Ed was relieved when she closed her eyes. He didn’t really want to explore their situation more than he’d already done a hundred times in his mind. He had no idea where everyone went. But there had to be a scientific explanation. Something that made sense. The problem with science was that it left so many things in the air. Despite millennia of theology and centuries of science, the world had expired before finding answers to life’s biggest questions.
Maybe what happened wouldn’t come with a pat answer. Maybe they’d just have to learn and adapt on the fly, like humans had always done. 
Evolve or die.
 
 
* * 
 
11:20 p.m. 
Winding, Georgia
 
 
Jade lived in an apartment building that catered mostly to college students and young people in the town’s thriving service industry. What it lacked in architectural style (a giant, dorm-style, five-story building), it made up for by being well-maintained and on the nicer side of town. Hers was one of four identical buildings surrounding a large parking lot, packed with cars, most of which had student parking decals and stickers of trendy bands slapped across their rear windows.
From outside, Ed didn’t see any lights in the windows or sense anyone inside, deflating the small hope he’d reluctantly allowed to swell in his heart. 
Teagan woke from her nap in the passenger seat, and said, “We’re here?”
“Yeah,” Ed parked the SUV behind a row of cars closest to Building B. “Looks deserted.”
Ed grabbed his pistol, shoved it in his waistband, then opened the door. He grabbed a duffel bag from the back seat, filled with flashlights, food, and tools, including a crow bar, then headed toward the building’s entrance. Teagan followed.
On the front double glass doors, was a sheet of white paper taped to the inside, facing out. On it, large letters written in royal blue marker.
 
Survivors - Meet Us In Room 410.
 
The handwriting looked like a woman’s, though Ed couldn’t be sure it was Jade’s. A long time had passed since he’d seen her writing, 10 years, at least.
Ed handed a flashlight to Teagan, then took one for himself, and pushed through the doors. The hallway was dark except for a small red EXIT sign at the other end. He shined his light down the hall, and his heart nearly stopped.
Every door was open as if someone had gone into each of the rooms searching for something. Looters?
“Wait here,” he whispered to Teagan, advancing down the hall with his gun drawn and flashlight scanning the darkness.
He held the gun and light as though a single instrument, one to banish the dark and the other to blast it to hell.
The rooms weren’t looted, or in any way destroyed. Perhaps just the product of someone looking for others. Maybe Jade had opened the doors and was now in Room 410, he allowed himself to hope, though his cold, inner cynic warned him not to let his expectations carry him away. He searched four rooms before surrendering to his instincts, and the evidence at hand — no others were on this floor.
He found the stairwell at the end of the hall, beneath the EXIT sign, and called for Teagan to follow.
The second floor was the same as the first, open doors, including Jade’s at 205.
He entered her apartment, gun down. Her walls were dark-red with giant prints of foreign movies. A black sectional with a pillow and blanket rumpled in the rough shape of a comma. He wondered if that’s where Jade had fallen to sleep, watching TV before she vanished. 
“Which room is hers?” Teagan asked, looking at two doors, both open.
“I dunno. I’ve never been here.”
“Oh,” Teagan said.
Ed went into the smaller of the two rooms. Slightly messy, lots of pillows on the unmade bed, and ... the blue unicorn they’d given her when she was a kid. He picked it up and brought it to his nose. He expected to smell her, flash back on some memories of them together, hugging her maybe. But the unicorn brought no memories. And it smelled different, not like her; unfamiliar perfume.
He glanced at Jade’s nightstand, saw a framed photo from her 16th birthday party. He smiled, remembering the night, and the photo. One of the rare pictures he’d been in. However, he noticed he wasn’t in the version on her nightstand. The photo had been blown up and reproduced, to edit him from the photo. A knot formed in his heart and throat, and he swallowed the bitter fact that his daughter didn’t want reminders of him.
“Nice room,” Teagan said from behind, snapping Ed from his thoughts.
He returned the unicorn to the top of her pillows.
“Let’s go see who’s in Room 410.” Ed said.
They didn’t bother checking the third floor. Ed opened the door to the fourth and came face to face with a young man with a baseball bat. 
“Put the bat down!” Ed yelled, aiming his gun at the stick-thin, olive-skinned guy with thick, black-framed glasses and long, dark hair. 
The guy was frozen, very likely the first time he’d ever had a gun pulled on him.
“I said fucking drop it,” Ed said, voice sharp.
Dude dropped the bat and stepped back, “Sorry, man. I wasn’t gonna hit you with it.”
“Just wanted to play some ball, eh?”
“I didn’t know if you’d be human.”
“What?” Ed asked.
“I thought you might be one of them.”
The man saw the look on Ed’s face and said, “You haven’t seen them, have you?”
“Seen what?” Ed was getting impatient with the clown.
The guy stammered, trying to find the right words, when the door to Apartment 410 opened behind him.
“Daddy?” 
It was Jade.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 5 — Brent Foster
 
 
Brent jumped down, ran over another car, then leapt again as he heard the creatures landing on the cars behind him, navigating the metal and plastic maze with ease. They wouldn’t be able to outrun them, not when they were that fast and agile.
Brent’s mind raced, keeping time with his heart, as he tried to think of something to do. He could barely keep up with Luis, now two rows ahead. 
Just keep running.
A creature shrieked behind him, so loud it seemed like it was right over his shoulder, about to take him down.
Brent turned back and saw the black monstrosity. Distracted, Brent’s foot slipped from under him, and he landed on the hood of an old Nissan, smacking his right cheek hard against the hood before he slid off, hitting the ground hard on his back. The bag of weapons slid beneath the car along with the gun he’d been holding.
The creature jumped over the thin space between the two cars as Brent rolled over, and reached for the pistol.
CLICK CLICK CLICK CLICK, the sound came from above, audible even over the incessant warbling of the triggered car alarm. The creature circled back, about to pounce as Brent got hold of the gun and rolled onto his back.
The creature landed on him, knocking the breath from Brent’s lungs. It opened its large mouth and wailed an unearthly shriek as it straddled Brent’s chest, swiping at Brent’s face with its claws. Brent pushed against the creature’s wet, fleshy chest with his left hand, trying desperately to hold it back.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Brent screamed as he struggled to raise the pistol and steady his shaky aim. He fired twice. The bullets hit the creature’s chest and head. The thing was still moving. 
Brent emptied the clip into the creature and got a hot splatter of hot, black gore to the face for his effort.
“Fuck!” he yelled, trying to wipe the goop from his eyes and face as he pushed the twitching creature aside and got to his feet. 
Before he was fully upright, something punched him in the ribs, sending him hard into another car. The gun fell from his clumsy hands again. Brent looked up just in time to see another creature coming at him, two eyes narrowed on him.
Two thunderous gunshots ripped through the air, knocking the creature back. Relieved, Brent turned to see Luis standing on the hood of a pickup truck. Luis fired another four shots at creatures Brent couldn’t even see yet.
“Come on!” he screamed, though Brent wasn’t sure if he were yelling at him or the monsters.
Brent ducked down, found the bag of weapons, grabbed two more pistols, fresh clips in each, and jumped onto the truck’s roof beside Luis, who had opened fire with an Uzi. Brent fired, too, missing more than he hit, but able to keep them away, and even take a few down.
“Die! Die! Die!” Luis screamed, emptying his clip into four creatures just below them.
As Luis changed his clip, something dark caught Brent’s eye, moving in from behind, and coming right at Luis. Two creatures, in tandem, no, connected at the hip, were sailing over the cars behind them, barreling toward Luis faster than he could reload.
Brent fired six shots, the last two hitting the joined monstrosity and sending it to the ground.
Luis now had two Uzis loaded, and was firing them like a post-apocalyptic Rambo, still screaming.
Brent loaded fresh clips into his pistols, and stood to join in the firefight, only to find nothing left to shoot.
Nearly 40 creatures lay in scattered pieces around them. Luis called out, “Any more?!”
Nothing but silence.
After a long echo of the same nothing, Brent stared at Luis, somewhere in the middle of admiration and outright hero worship.
“You are a fuckin’ bad ass!” Brent said laughing.
Luis’s face, fat with rage just seconds before, melted to a warm smile, “Not a bad shot yourself. For a desk jockey. Come on, let’s get outta here before more of them crawl out of the woodwork.”
They raced over the last rows of cars and down the road, high with a confidence that could only come from living the action part of a popcorn flick while leaving a trail of dead monsters behind them. 
As they approached Times Square, the silence was replaced by the sound of birds. Lots of birds. As if the entire city’s avian populace had decided to flock to Times Square. Brent couldn’t see the birds through the fog. Nor could he see the giant advertisements that usually greeted him at the world’s most famous intersection. Without power, commerce was dead, and the giant LCD screens were just more objects barely visible in the fog. Even the solar and wind-powered Ricoh billboard was eerily dark and silent.
As they reached the corner of 7th Avenue and 42nd Street, the birds grew to a constant loud chorus of chirps, shrieks, and calls.
Luis, 10 feet ahead of Brent, stopped in his tracks. 
As Brent picked up his pace, Luis turned, eyes wide, and said, “Go back.”
“What?” Brent said, not listening, pushing past Luis. And then he saw for himself.
Thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of human corpses were lining the thoroughfare, in 10-foot-high mounds, piled like garbage.
Brent’s throat ached, and his eyes welled. He stood, rooted to the spot, unable, unwilling to register what his eyes were clearly seeing.
“No,” he cried, “No, no, no.”
The bodies weren’t rotting, burned, or emaciated, or in any way injured-looking to Brent, other than the torn eyes and flesh from the grazing birds. All were fully dressed, many in pajamas, as if plucked from bed and deposited right in the middle of the road. Dead.
Luis crouched on one knee, eyes bolted to the mass grave.
Brent raced forward and into the graveyard.
“Ben! Gina!” he screamed repeatedly, hoping they might be hiding somewhere among the dead.
His voice bounced off the buildings, bodies, and fog, sounding ever more desperate upon its mocking return.
He raced through the streets, among the bodies, screaming for his family until his throat was raw.
They have to be here. Ben spoke to me through Joe. He said Times Square!
Brent continued calling, running from pile to pile, searching for any signs of life among the rows of bodies. Not caring if he drew the attention of every fucking monster in the city. 
“Ben!!” he screamed again, this time, crying more than screaming, as he fell to his knees.
“I’m sorry, man,” Luis said, now crouching next to Brent and putting an arm on his shoulder.
“They can’t be ... ” Brent cried, his entire face hurting so much he thought it might crack open, “They can’t be ... dead.”
Brent’s mind flashed on the moments he’d held his son tight, tucked him in, played with him, read to him, played peek-a-boo. Thought of Ben’s happy face and bright-blue eyes. So full of life and innocence. He thought of the train in his pocket that his boy would never play with again.
They can’t be gone. 
Brent couldn’t fathom a world where his son and wife were only memory.
Sudden recall hit Brent like a blade to the gut.
Last weekend, he was home, dead-ass tired, and just wanting to chill out and watch TV. Ben came in asking him to read him a book. Stanley Train Goes To School. Brent said, “Tomorrow, buddy, Daddy’s tired.”
Brent dismissed Ben’s complaints at the time, a temporary disappointment that Ben would soon get over. 
“Please, Daddy.”
“Tomorrow,” Brent said. Of course, the next night, Brent was working, along with every evening after that. Now, the look of sorrow on his 3-year-old’s face would be frozen in Brent’s brain forever.
“I’m so sorry,” Brent said staring at the bodies around him. “Daddy’s so sorry.”
Luis dropped his guns and hugged Brent. Both men cried.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 6 — Callie Thompson
 
 
Callie held the gun against the back of the closet door, waiting for the creatures to make their way into the bedroom. She prayed there weren’t more than two, three at most. She was confident she could take one of them out, maybe two. Any more than that, she was pretty sure they’d overwhelm her.
She heard the monsters stumble up the stairs, bumping between banister and wall the entire way. Her heart pounded so loudly in her chest, she was sure they’d hear. As one of them passed the bedroom door, Callie caught her breath and held it. The second creature didn’t pass, though. It turned into the room, and it was all she could do to hold the breath in her lungs. 
The creature was similar to the others: long, dark, black, and wet-looking with lights moving beneath its skin.
Its face was an abomination of misshapen parts. It had just one eye, off to the side. Its nose was missing, with only two dark holes for nostrils. Its mouth was impossibly wide, almost so wide that if it chose to open it fully, the top of its head would probably fall back like a Pez dispenser. Rows of razor-sharp, rotted teeth filled the creature’s mouth.
The gun shook in Callie’s hands as the creature stopped in front of the closet, lifting its head up and sniffed. 
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
The creature’s face inched closer until it was maybe two feet from the closet opening. It sniffed again. Its eye widened as it stepped back, and pointed at the closet, letting loose with an ear piercing scream that sounded like an alarm.
Callie let out her breath and slid open the door so hard it nearly bounced back and hit her as she stuck her arms out and fired two rounds at the creature’s head. The bullets sank into its skull like she were shooting a slab of beef. The first creature fell to the ground just as the second stormed into the room. She raised the gun to fire, but the creature’s arm was too quick. It slammed hard into her hand and knocked the gun to the ground. The creature charged at Callie, mouth gnashing and open. Callie stumbled back into the closet, gripped the inside of the door and slammed it shut.
The creature shrieked and clicked as it hit the door with its body.
Callie cried out, the closet doors shaking in her hand. Another hit made the doors rock in their track. She wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to hold the doors shut before the creature either ripped them open or pushed them off the tracks.
Another hit. And then more clicking and shrieking as one hit against the door was followed by another and another, and in such quick succession, Callie figured three of them had to be outside the closet working together.
Callie’s inability to cry had found its cure. Tears streamed down her face as she pleaded, “Please, no! Don’t kill me!”
She didn’t even think about whether or not they’d understand her, let alone listen to her pleas. But those were the only words that would fall from her mouth between cries and gasps for air.
The closet door kept rocking in its frame as she desperately clutched them, trying to keep them together. The bullets in her pocket mocked her as the gun laid just outside the closet. No way would she be able to get to the gun before one, or all, the monsters got her.
Another hit.
She cried out.
Another hit and she heard something, a horrible, wrenching sound above as the doors broke loose from the track. The right door fell in and on top of her as a long, black arm reached in and swiped at her, its dark claws sinking into the meat of her forearm.
She screamed again, falling down and kicking out. Her foot found what seemed to be one of the creatures’ knees, and it cracked with a sickly wet crunch, but the monster was unfazed, taking another swipe at her. Instead of hitting her, it lifted her last bit of protection, the door that was on top of her. Now it was just her and them. Her eyes darted around the room, but couldn’t see the gun.
Three monsters surrounded her, each with a differently-misshapen, horrifying face, and all of them shrieking like banshee vultures ready to feed. 
“I love you, Mommy,” she said and closed her eyes.
A shot rang out. Callie’s eyes opened just as one of the monster’s chests exploded and hot black blood splashed onto her.
She spit out the rancid liquid, glanced up as the other two creatures looked back to the doorway, where Bob stood with a shotgun. He shot again, blasting another of the monsters, then dropped the shotgun, raised a pistol and fired four times until the last creature’s head was gone and its body was left twitching on the ground.
Callie, still lying on the ground covered in black gore, stared in disbelief at Bob, who stared down at her with a look she couldn’t quite comprehend. 
Is he mad? Does he know I drugged him? He’s going to shoot me, isn’t he?
“You okay?” Bob said, reaching out to help her up.
“Thank you,” she said, still stunned, and nervous. She hugged him, breaking down in tears. Real tears.
He didn’t embrace her, which caused her to pull away. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Why’d you leave?” he asked, a flash of anger ... or maybe confusion ... in his eyes.
“I wanted to find Charlie,” she said. “I thought I saw someone peeking out the window here.”
“Probably one of those fucking things,” Bob said, picking up her pistol and handing it to her.
“Let’s get the hell out of here. Charlie is on his own now. He chose to leave.”
Bob started down the stairs, Callie following slowly behind.
“Did you want to go after him?” Bob said, “You’re free to go if you want, but I’m not gonna be there next time some of these creepy crawlies come a calling.”
She was trapped. He knew it. She knew it. The only thing in question was whether or not he knew she’d drugged him. Apparently, the drug didn’t do much to dull his senses. Or perhaps, he never even finished the laced beer. She would give anything to know, but couldn’t think of a way to ask if he’d drunk the beer without calling unwanted attention to what she’d done.
She’d have to play dumb, go home with Bob, and hope he didn’t have a clue.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 7 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Dead Guard Walking would be back in no time, so Boricio kept his stint as team captain short, telling the prisoners to keep still no matter what. Everyone needed to act like they were still bound, and stay that way until he made his move. 
He finished just in time.
The door whined open, and Dead Guard Walking sauntered inside. He was alone, but his feet clopped on the concrete with the rhythm of a man looking forward to detonating a two-ton dirty bomb of downright nasty. 
“Miss me, fucktard?” Dead Guard Walking was inches away, circling behind Boricio, trying to make him nervous. But Boricio was all calm with steady breath — in and out, in and out, in and out ...
“Where’d that smart mouth of yours run off to? I didn’t beat it out of you yet, did I? Figure I’m not quite ready for you to quit.” Boricio heard a dull thawp and peered between the narrow slit he’d made in his blindfold and saw the baseball bat Dead Guard Walking was smacking into his open palm. 
Bullies hate to be ignored, so I’ll just keep right on ignoring him, least until it’s time to shove the fat side of that bat right up that fucker’s bunghole. He ain’t gonna be walking for long. He’ll be a Dead Guard With Bleeding Anus Crawling in minutes.
“Well, truth of the matter is I don’t much like tugging my pecker myself. Shit, that’s the only reason I got married. And since you seem inclined to give me the ole frosty, how about we play a little game to loosen your juices? We’ll call it Wheel of Misfortune,” Boricio heard another thwap, then the sound of the bat dragged across concrete. 
“Here’s how we’ll play: I’m gonna circle myself round the room like I’m playing Duck Duck Goose, ‘cept when I get round to choosing a duck, I won’t be patting no mop tops. What I’m gonna do instead is take this bat and make me a fresh batch of brain stew. See, me and this bat have been through some times together, what with me being a bouncer at the Cock Pit and all. Difference is, the Cock Pit had a lotta rules. My boss Jeff didn’t want no lawsuits or police who weren’t there to drink. So, Robin here,” another thwap as the bat hit his palm, “well, he was just for show. Get it? A bat named Robin? Ha! Oh, yeah, you all can’t see Robin, can ya? Well, now that Jeff’s gone, Robin can finally come out to play. Because I’m the boss and the motherfucking law.”
Robin dragged across the concrete. Dead Guard Walking started speaking in a delighted whisper. “Duck ... duck ... duck ... duck ... duck ... duck ... duck ... ”
He circled the room, lingering behind Boricio a bit longer each time, but never doing more than giving him a gentle tap on the head. Boricio was glad the asshole was too knee deep in being a dick to pay attention to the prisoners, at least anything below their heads, otherwise he’d have noticed their lack of restraints.
“Looks like you might make a good goose,” the voice came from a few feet away, though he wasn’t sure if Dead Guard Walking was referring to Adam or the new kid, Charlie. 
“I didn’t like this game in kindergarten,” Charlie said, “And I hate it right now. If you’re gonna kill me, go ahead and do it. Or tell me how I can help you. I’m happy to do that, too, but I can’t do it if I’m scared.”
Boricio bit his lip to keep from laughing. Holy shit, the kid has balls. Boricio wondered if the little fucker knew he had leverage because he was the freshest in the box, or whether the end of the world had just put an inch on his prick.  
“Well how about that, ladies and gentleman,” Dead Guard Walking said. “We have today’s first contestant on Wheel of Misfortune.”
Boricio actually heard Charlie swallow. 
“Do what you need to,” Charlie said. “But I’m done being afraid and wondering what’s the worst that can happen to me. If this is it, well alright then. Looks like there’s not much else going on out there anyway.” 
A long pause followed: probably Dead Guard Walking figuring how he could punish the rule breaker without actually killing him. Boricio tensed. The reel wasn’t supposed to roll just yet, but if the movie was gonna play, well fuck it if Boricio wasn’t ready to be the star of the show. 
“Ha, I like the way you play, kid,” Dead Guard Walking said. “How about I give you a wild card?”
Charlie said nothing. 
“What? You don’t want a wild card? Well, that’s probably ‘cuz you don’t know what a wild card is! A wild card means you get to pass your turn to another player. I’m happy to let you live, seeing as how you’re the only one who seems to possess both balls and brains. Now you can take the wild card I so generously gave you and pass your turn to someone else.” Dead Guard Walking’s voice dropped an octave. “That means you can pass your brain stew to whoever you want. Course, you get to choose, it being your wild card and all, but I’d suggest this pussy licker over here with the mouth big enough to drive a gangbang’s worth of cocks inside.” 
Boricio felt the end of the sentence with a hard kick to his knee. Pain radiated through his body, but it was nothing compared to what he would soon deliver. Keep adding fuel, buddy.
Adam said, “Why don’t you just leave everyone alone?” 
Shit!
Fucking kid. You’re ‘bout to get yourself straight dead. You can question a bully, but you can’t tell ‘em to stop. Charlie rode the edge without falling. You’re tumbling into nothing fast. 
“Ding ding ding, we have us a winner!” 
Boricio stiffened at the sound of glee in Dead Guard Walking’s voice. Things were about to get retard ugly for Adam if Boricio didn’t do something. 
“So, here’s what’s gonna happen, just so there aren’t any surprises.” Robin scraped the concrete then landed with another thwap in Dead Guard Walking’s palm. “This here’s about to get loud. Not the brain bashing, though I ain’t never had the pleasure of actually making a pot of brain stew, if I’m being honest. I imagine it ain’t that loud, least not as loud as the shrieks that are gonna be leaking from this fucker over here in another few seconds.”
The blindfold was off, and Boricio was on his feet. Dead Guard Walking didn’t have time to tighten his grip before Boricio grabbed the bat and threw it to the ground. Boricio grabbed Dead Guard Walking’s shoulders with both hands and drove his knee into the guard’s chest. Air fled his body, and he doubled over just as Boricio’s right elbow landed square in the small of his back.
Dead Guard Walking lay face down on the floor. But that wouldn’t do for Boricio. He wanted to see the fucker’s pupils dilate. So, he kicked him in the ribs to roll him over. The guard tried to cover his face, but Boricio kicked his hands away, then put every one of his 200 pounds behind the heel he smashed into the fucker’s face.
Dead Guard Walking was still trying to catch his breath from the knee to the gut, so he couldn’t scream. It didn’t help that he was choking on three teeth, not including the one he spit. Boricio casually walked to the baseball bat, picked it up, then swung it in wide, playful arcs.
“You all can take your blindfolds off now, and watch, as the game is about to begin. Hey batter, batter, swiiiing ... Hey batter, batter, swiiiing ... ”  Boricio looked around the room to see just what his little army was made of. Manny, Moe and Jack all wore morbid curiosity. Charlie was smiling. Adam was covering his eyes. 
“I do wish we had more time together,” Boricio cooed to the guard. “Unfortunately, we’re going to end our rendezvous early, because I’m about to fuck you like you was paying for it.”
Boricio raised the bat high above his head.
Dead Guard Walking cried out, “Wait!”
“What’s that?” Boricio said, lowering the bat and leaning on it like he was the Monopoly Man slouching on his cane.
“Please,” Dead Guard Walking said through tears, “Don’t kill me.”
Boricio laughed. “Wow, what happened to the high-octane bad ass? Mr. ‘I am the motherfuckin’ law?’ Did he have to go potty?”
The man whimpered something as Boricio picked up the bat and shoved the ball end into the back of the man’s neck, hard.
“Just as I thought, all fuckin’ talk, you Try Hard wannabe. I could smell your counterfeit cock in cunt’s clothing, fake-ass macho shit the minute you walked in.”
“Please, I’ll do anything,” the guy said. “I’ll help you escape.”
“Anything?” Boricio asked, ignoring the offer of escape. “Hmmm, how about sucking my dick?”
Boricio smiled at the defeat in the man’s eyes. It was like the opposite of a glimmer of hope in someone’s eyes. Boricio often thought of it as a glimmer of nope.
“Open your mouth,” Boricio said.
Dead Guard Walking stared.
“You deaf and dumb? I said open your fucking mouth!” Boricio raised the bat.
Dead Guard Walking opened his mouth.
“Now close your eyes and don’t make me ask you twice.”
Dead Guard Walking closed his eyes, bitch-ass tears running down his face. Boricio took the narrow end of the bat and shoved it in the man’s mouth. Dead Guard Walking gagged, lurching back, trying not to vomit. He didn’t try hard enough.
“What’s that?” Boricio said, digging the bat deeper, forcing Dead Guard Walking to gag and swallow his own vomit.
Boricio laughed, squatting, pulling the bat just slightly out of the man’s mouth, chunks of vomit on the handle.
“Say it,” Boricio whispered into the man’s ear.
“What?”
“Say you’ll be my bitch.”
Dead Guard Walking squirmed, and for a moment, seemed like he might try to fight. Boricio shoved the bat in deeper, causing the man to gag again, dry heaves this time.
“Say it, bitch,” Boricio said.
“I’ll be your bitch!” he cried.
Boricio smiled. This asshole had been too easy to break. He’d love to have an hour alone with him, to really show him what Boricio was capable of when properly motivated and inspired. So rare that his victims actually earned what was coming to them, so moments like these were special, and Boricio hated wasting them.
He pulled the bat from Dead Guard Walking’s mouth. The man collapsed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, too ashamed to look up. 
“Yoo hoo,” Boricio whispered to get the man’s attention as he raised the bat high above his head. The guard looked up as Boricio brought the bat down fast and hard. A dull thwap echoed through the tiny room. Not quite brain stew, but Dead Guard Walking had finally earned his name. Well, except for the walking part.
Boricio dropped the bat and turned to take a bow. The room was still, except for the sound of the bat rolling across the floor, but the men were on their feet, ready. 
“What’s next, boss?” Moe said. 
No hesitation. Boricio walked up to Moe, threw a flat palm beneath his chin, then kicked his feet from under him. His arms were around Moe’s neck in a second. Boricio twisted his head and snapped his spinal cord. Moe’s body dropped to the floor like an empty sack. 
“He was a traitor, and we can’t be running with none like that,” Boricio said. “I ended him for all of us.”
He looked through the room; sure as shit they all agreed. 
“So, we have to wait, but we have the advantage. Them fuckers out there don’t know what happened in here, and whoever walks through that door is gonna have to face all five players of Team Fucking Boricio.”
Boricio gestured around the empty room. “As you can see, not counting Robin there, we don’t have any weapons other than these,” he held up his fists, “so that means we’re gonna have to make a decision, and we should do that before that door bitches open again. We can get the fuck out of here, or we can fight this shit out, stick around and get some goddamned answers. Seems like these cumdingers might know a thing or two. So who’s for fighting and who’s for staying?”
Charlie said, “I want to fight.”
“Me, too.” Adam was nodding his head.
Everyone else was silent. 
Just as he figured, the two kids wanted to brawl while the old fuckers wanted to tuck it between their legs and bitch their way out of the blue. 
Fine by me. Three’s company, anyway. 
They spent six minutes standing: Boricio in front, bat in hand, Manny and Jack in the middle, Charlie and Adam in back. 
The door whined open, and Boricio smiled. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 8 — Mary Olson
 
 
Oct. 16
Evening
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
Mary did nothing but helplessly stare as her daughter vacillated between writhing uncomfortably on the couch beneath thick layers of guttural moaning, and falling into long silences where she lay so still Mary had to check her breathing. It had been nearly 12 hours, maybe more since they’d found Paola. Mary had stopped paying attention to time as it seemed to slow to a crawl as her daughter lay on the verge of death.
Moaning occasionally turned to murmurs, but never clear enough to inform Mary of what Paola was trying to say or what she might be dreaming. The murmurs were just enough to give Mary an icy chill — her daughter was in danger, and she was powerless to do anything about it.
Her dreams must have been vivid the way Paola was thrashing about. Her eyes had darted open, not once but twice, as if to protest the atrocities happening behind drawn lids. 
Mary felt helpless, unable to do anything to help her. She couldn’t latch on to her daughter’s thoughts as she had been able to do increasingly over the years. Specific thoughts would be nice, the kind she occasionally overheard and would have done anything to hold on to now, but Mary would have gladly settled for the psychological equivalent of a pulse. 
She’d read about amputees who could feel a tingling where their limbs once were. Doctors called it phantom limb syndrome. Made perfect sense to her. Why shouldn’t you feel the ghost of something that had been a part of you forever? Mary should be able to feel Paola, but her daughter wasn’t even a phantom.
That was bad.
Worse was outside. 
When she and Desmond returned to the hotel with Paola, another of the creatures had been milling about the parking lot. Desmond opened fire, but missed the shot, shattering the glass lobby doors behind it. His second shot tore through the creature’s torso. A large chunk of its midsection fell in wet chunks to the ground before the rest of the creature followed.
At least the creatures were easy to kill. Or so they thought. 
They went into the hotel, got Paola bundled in a bed, then barricaded the front door, leaving a space large enough to look out of, and shoot out of. Six hours passed until they saw another creature. After that, they started multiplying, more and more showing up every hour. Maybe a couple dozen were there when they went to sleep. At least twice that by morning. The number gained weight all day. 
Mary stayed by Paola’s side while Jimmy, John, and Desmond took turns with two-man guard duty. The creatures were congregating at the far edges of the parking lot, as though an invisible retaining wall were holding them at bay. The wall seemed to work just fine until early twilight when a trio of the beasts were suddenly standing just outside the lobby doors. 
John was first to notice, and act, running outside and emptying his gun into the creatures. Jimmy and Desmond joined the volley, and the three of them managed to hold off the threat. And while nobody mentioned it, they all must have realized it had taken more bullets than before to bring down the creatures. Especially since the creatures seemed to be multiplying in numbers as the hours ticked by.
If Paola was better, it’d be different. At least then they’d have a chance to run. The creatures didn’t seem terribly fast. 
Yet as long as Paola was in this state, they couldn't leave. Though Mary couldn’t hear or even feel any of her daughter’s thoughts, she felt like Paola was ... waiting for something. Perhaps it was Mary’s imagination, wishful thinking, or just trying to hold onto anything and afraid to do anything wrong, but the sensation was strong. Paola was waiting ... for something.
Desmond was suddenly behind her. “How you doing?” 
She looked up, happy he was checking on her again. 
Her smile was weak, but stronger than she felt. “Worried about Paola. What did you find out?”
“There’s a bunch of bleakers … ”
“Bleakers?” Mary asked.
“Yeah, that’s what Jimmy’s callin’ them, and the name kinda stuck. Anyway, there’s a bunch still huddled around the Suburban and the cargo van, maybe 10 total. I’ve been watching them. Odd as it sounds, I think they’re getting stronger, faster, maybe even smarter. I’m thinking we take them out, back the cargo van into the hotel, to hell with the front doors and the body of the van, throw a mattress in back for Paola, then hit the road in a hurry. We leave first thing in the morning.”
“Okay,” Mary wasn’t thrilled but didn’t want to explain that she wanted to wait, because she felt silly. Besides, Desmond seemed so full of hope as he laid out his plan.
“Desmond?”
“Yeah?”
“What do you think happened?”
He sighed, then sat next to Mary on the couch. “You’re starting to make me feel bad every time you ask me. I wish I had a different answer, but I just don’t.”
“That scares me more than anything. You have a cargo van and guns, but you’re not the survivalist type. You’re the sharpest guy I know, and I’m sure you at least have a theory. Why are you so scared to tell me what it is?”
“I’m not scared; I just don’t want to speculate. Information is everything. When you give the wrong information, even once, people trust you less.”
“Sorry, Desmond, but your business is dead. If you have a theory, I want to hear. Come on, don’t be stingy. Maybe whatever you say will be good enough to make me feel fine throwing my comatose child in the back of a cargo van while ‘bleakers’ wait outside to kill us.”
“Well how can I argue with that?” Desmond stood. “Mind if I pour us an evening glass? I promise I’ll drink just enough for good theory, but not enough to dull my rather awesome bleaker-killing abilities.”
It felt good to laugh, so Mary was glad when she didn’t hold it in. 
“Yes, please. Make it two.”
Desmond was back a moment later with two full glasses of Pinot noir. 
“Here ya go.”
He made her wait behind a long sip, then said, “Okay, now remember, I have no idea here, so I don’t even count this as theory since that implies a hypothesis that would require an educated guess at least. This is me talking entirely out of my ass. Unmitigated bullshit. I love theory; I just don’t like talking about it. At least not before I can link theory to facts. Before then, it’s just popcorn. Yummy, but no nutritional value.”
“Not everything has to have nutritional value,” Mary said. “Sometimes, popcorn is great just because that’s the best way to watch Amelie.” 
“True,” Desmond smiled, raised his glass, took another long sip of wine, then continued. “What if this is the planet’s way of starting over? Maybe Mother Nature is sending us back to dusty roads and wooden wheels, and it’s all for a reason.” 
Mary took a sip of wine and looked curiously at Desmond. 
“The technological achievements of the last decade are staggering. We may not have jet packs and moving sidewalks like The Jetsons promised, but we have video conferencing and a ton of stuff Hanna Barbara couldn’t imagine. Yet, the more people get, the more they want. And the less happy they are with what they already have.” 
Desmond paused, took another sip, then set his glass on the end table beside him. “Do you know about Moore’s Law?”
“Is that the one about technology doubling every five years, or something like that?”
“Sort of. I’m gonna get geeky, okay? Moore's Law states that the number of transistors you can place on an integrated circuit doubles every two years or so, each time at a reduced cost. And so far this has held true, for more than 50 years. This means the power of everything is exponentially climbing: processing speed, memory capacity, the number of pixels in your Canon.”
Interest colored Mary’s face. Desmond’s story gathered speed. “So, the big question has always been, what happens after Moore’s Law hits a wall? Best-guess experts place that possibility around 2020, or soon after when suddenly we hit a technological singularity.”
Mary’s face must’ve given away how crazy she thought Desmond was being. He laughed, sending a stream of Pinot into the air. “I’m sorry,” he said, still laughing. “I realize I’m being ridiculous and confusing. The whole idea of this conversation is just ... ludicrous ... I mean, I think about this stuff in my head all the time, but never out loud to my neighbors and never because it might have value outside my own brain. Not to mention I’m probably not making a whole lot of sense.”
Mary took her second sip of wine. “I’m completely following,” she said with a smile, “and loving every word. Go on.”
“Okay. Thanks.” A final laugh, then, “You’ve seen The Terminator movies; The Matrix; I, Robot; Battlestar Galactica; all the end-of-the-world, robots-win-and-we-all-lose type movies, right?”
“Of course.”
“That’s the technological singularity in action. Technology gets smarter and faster until it’s smarter and faster than us. The created become the creators. Fascinating concept. So, what if that’s in play here? Maybe we created something without realizing it, or maybe nature created something to fight back against something we did? I don’t know the who or why, and really, I couldn’t even guess, but something about this seems almost ... organized.”
Mary shuddered at the thought of the bodies at the river. She leaned forward in her chair, but before she could open her mouth a horrible clang came from outside, too loud to be an accident. 
Desmond sprang from the couch, gun in hand by his third step. John and Jimmy were on guard duty, each stationed on the far end of the lobby. They had moved to the middle and were standing side by side in front of the doors. Jimmy pointed, “It’s that one.”
He meant the bleaker in front, but three more were directly behind, four of them moving like an arrow flying toward them in slow motion. 
“Alright guys, we have time. Aim before you fire. And go for the forehead. Don’t aim anywhere else and don’t pull the trigger until you think you can make it. I’ve got the leader.”
Desmond stepped outside, Jimmy and John followed. All three found their targets then held their aim. John shot first — over the head of his target and into a tree trunk. Desmond’s was next with a bullet that whizzed by the leader’s cheek. Jimmy shot last. No telling where his bullet went, but it wasn’t anywhere close. 
Mary stood behind the three men, still inside the lobby.
John and Jimmy’s second shots rang in unison, then disappeared together. 
Desmond’s second bullet sailed straight through the leader’s face, which crumbled to the ground even as its body raced forward before falling after three headless steps.
The remaining creatures regrouped, suddenly single file, but still moving slowly. Desmond got another shot off, and the front creature dropped. Almost as if on cue, the two creatures behind, split up, charging the front of the hotel at full speed, forcing the men to split their attention, and increasing the odds that one of them wouldn’t hit their target and the creature would break through.
“Take the one on the left,” Desmond shouted. Three guns emptied themselves in the creature, and it joined its brothers on the pavement. 
The final bleaker was on them in seconds. Jimmy kept clicking his empty gun toward it, panicked. John put his arms around Jimmy’s waist and pulled him back inside the hotel. Desmond charged toward the bleaker with a swift kick to its midsection, then circled behind it, pulled a second gun from a shoulder strap, and shot the creature dead. 
Desmond glared at the parking lot where the rest of the creatures shrank back behind a pair of vans. He then went back into the hotel, out of breath.
“That was close.” he said.
“We have to go!” John said, panicked almost to the point of shrieking. “They’re moving in packs now! We can’t sit this out the night. We need to get Paola in the van and move out now.”
“We can’t do that,” Mary said. “She’s waiting for something.”
“What?” 
“I know it sounds crazy, but she is. She’s waiting for something in her sleep. I don’t know what it is, and I can’t feel her at all. But I know she’s waiting. And I’m not leaving here until she’s ready.”
“This is crazy,” John said turning away from Mary and talking directly to Desmond. “You can’t possibly agree with this?”
“Not exactly,” Desmond said. “But I don’t disagree. Mary, you sure?”
“Yes,” Mary said, somewhat offended that Desmond didn’t say more to support her.
Suddenly, a scream from Paola. Mary spun around, dropping next to her daughter’s side.
“See — something is happening inside her right now. We, or at least I, have to see it through. If nothing happens by morning, we can leave, no argument from me. I’ll even load her in the van myself.”
“Happy?” Desmond asked John.
“No. But I’m not unhappy.” 
John walked away, and Desmond followed, leaving Mary alone with her daughter.
 
**
 
Paola lay still throughout the night. Mary found sleep impossible for more than a minute or two at a time during the night. By morning, she was exhausted, and barely able to keep her eyes open. 
John agreed to wait until the afternoon since little was happening outside and the creatures’ numbers no longer appeared to be growing. That gave Mary a chance to catch some sleep while Desmond watched over them both.
“I think something’s happening,” Desmond said, waking Mary with a start. 
She sat up, looked at Paola. Her skin was warm, and color returned to her face. Her mouth opened and she murmured something — a handful of not-quite-connected syllables that sounded mostly happy. Like she was talking in her sleep.
“Something’s happening,” Mary called to the entire lobby.
“Over here, too!” Jimmy was pointing outside, causing Mary’s heart to speed up. She couldn’t handle another rush of monsters. Not now. 
But the deafening sound outside wasn’t from monsters, but rather a helicopter.
“W-T-F?” Jimmy said. 
“Did you just say ‘WTF?’” Desmond shook his head and rolled his eyes.
Mary looked toward the doors, though she couldn’t see the hole in the barrier from where she was. She looked back down at her daughter.” She squeezed Paola’s hand and whispered, “I’ll be back.” 
She went to the door and looked outside, beads of sweat nesting on her forehead as a chill ran down her body. Walking toward them was an old man, tall and thin, next to a small boy who couldn’t have been more than 8. 
The boy. 
That’s who they were waiting for. She knew it. Praise be to whoever sent him, even if it was the same, horrible god who had up and ended the world. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 9 — Luca Harding
 
 
Luca and Will flew through the sky in the helicopter they’d just grabbed from the local airport. This helicopter wasn’t like the first one. It was old and beat up. It reminded Luca of the “weekend car” Mr. Roberson kept in his garage under a big, gray blanket. They had to trade the plane, which made Luca a little sad because it wasn’t nearly as noisy as the helicopter and felt a lot, lot safer, but it was okay because Will said there wouldn’t be enough runway for takeoffs or landings, so they needed something that was easier to move around with while they looked for the people.
Will said they were going to some place called the “Drury Inn.” Luca asked him about 100 million times how he knew where the people were and even though Will tried to explain it repeatedly, it didn’t make sense to Luca. Will said, “Instinct is the nose of the brain, and as long as you’re willing to listen, it usually tells you everything you need to know before your brain has a chance to figure it out.”
Luca was only 8, but he knew when grown-ups were keeping part of their stories a secret. There was something about Will’s dreams he didn’t want Luca to know. 
Four Drury Inns were in the area where Will said the people might be, but Will had a feeling that they’d be in the one they were now flying to.
“I still don’t understand how I can help her.” Luca said. He didn’t believe he could do anything to help the girl from their dreams, but Will kept insisting that Luca would just know exactly what to do when the time was right. 
“I’ll tell you how it works if you promise not to think I’m crazy?” Will offered. 
Luca thought about it for a minute, then said, “But what if I think you’re crazy anyway? Will you be mad at me?”
Will laughed, “Of course not. Think we should give it a shot?”
“Okay.”
“I think, in fact I’m sure, you have something called The Touch. People, everything really, are packed full of energy. That energy blends with their environment. Most energy stays in the body, you know, the thing that lets you carry your brain with you everywhere you go.” Will tapped Luca’s noggin then gave him a wink. 
“Am I making sense so far?”
“Only kind of,” Luca said. Then added, “Well, not really.” 
Will laughed. “It’s simple. Because living things are always exchanging energy, someone with the Touch can clear the channels needed for healing.” Will was quiet for a moment, then said, “Do you know how often your mom used to get her hair cut?”
Luca thought, then said, “Yes. She goes on the same Tuesdays when she brings the bread home from the bakery that has the fruits that taste like candy. That’s one time every month.”
“Does her hair ever look much different?”
Luca shook his head. “No, it always looks the same.”
“Why do you think she paid for a haircut every month if her hair never looked any different?”
“Because she likes to look pretty.”
“Good answer,” Will said. “If your mom stopped getting her hair cut, her ends would split. Hair doesn’t grow well while the ends are split. People with the Touch, people like you, Luca, know how to make cells grow again, kind of like a hairdresser gives your mother a fresh haircut and makes her hair all thick and shiny.”
That’s probably why whenever Mommy was sad, I only had to hug her to make the smiles come back. Maybe it’s why Daddy calls me Liquid Sunshine. 
Will’s attention was suddenly out the window. He slapped his knee, then pointed out the window and said, “There it is!” He swung the helicopter in a wide arc, heading left as he lowered them toward the hotel parking lot. 
Luca saw the Drury, and it made something inside his stomach twist and tingle as the frames of reality and dreams started to overlap. 
Will pointed below at the clusters of creatures that carpeted the concrete. They were a lot like the ones Luca saw laying in the empty corners in his dreams, except these ones were standing and moving around. 
“What are they?” 
“Not sure,” Will shook his head. “That’s the first time I’ve seen them outside my sleep, at least since the first day.”
“You’ve seen them before?”
“Yeah, two in fact. These look stronger, and they’re standing. Ones I saw could barely move. I don’t know what they are.”
“Are you scared?”
“Not yet,” Will said. “Besides, we’ve got our guard dog.”
Dog Vader barked, which made Luca laugh and pet the dog behind his thick, furry ears.
Will set the helicopter at the edge of the parking lot, then hopped from the cockpit and held his hand out for Luca. Luca’s eyes were wide with fear, but he took Will’s hand and jumped to the concrete. 
“Don’t let go, okay,” Will turned to Luca and squeezed his hand. “Trust me.”
Will pointed to the lobby doors. “We need to get through those doors. Don’t take your eyes off the glass, and don’t let go of my hand. We’ll walk slowly. And we’ll get there in less than a minute, safe and sound. I promise. Okay?”
“Okay, Will.”
Dog Vader leaped from the cockpit, and the three of them walked side by side toward the front doors of the Drury. The dog’s lip was curled, and his teeth were bared, growling at the scary monsters that surrounded them.
To Luca’s surprise, the monsters kept their distance, as if he, Will, and Dog Vader were the scary ones, not them.
When they reached the front doors, three men came out to greet them. 
“We’re here,” Will whispered patting Luca on the back. “You did perfectly.”
Will released Luca’s hand then walked to the man standing in front of the other two. The people in front of the boarded-up doors were the people from the dream, including the teenager and the woman standing behind them. She was the little girl’s mother. 
Luca couldn’t see the girl, but he could feel her close by.
“I’m Desmond,” the man said, offering his hand to Will.
Will shook Desmond’s hand and introduced himself to the group, then cleared his throat. “I don’t know how else to say this, so I guess I’ll just pour the words from my mouth and see how they fall.” 
He faced the woman. “Ma’am,” he said, “I believe your daughter needs some help, and I’m quite sure that’s why we’re here.”
The woman gasped, then nodded, and burst into tears. She gestured for Will and Luca to come inside the lobby. Desmond, the leader, put his hand on her arm and whispered in her ear. She nodded, then kept walking toward the makeshift bed where her daughter was sleeping.
Will and Luca stood side by side in front of the girl. “What’s her name?” Luca asked. 
“It’s Paola.” Her mom said, brushing the girl’s cheek.
Paola.
“Are you ready?” Will asked Luca.
Luca said nothing, just looked at Will and nodded, then took a step toward Paola. 
It’s just like when Mommy gets her haircut. The girl needs to be pretty so her energy will start working and make her better again. I know how to do it if I just do what I know, like when I don’t think about anything but hugging Mommy and then her sad spiders go away. She said I’m the best at that, and not just because I’m her little boy. 
Luca placed his palms on Paola’s forehead and squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 10 — Paola Olson
 
 
Paola had no idea how long she had been trying to figure out where she was, but it felt like forever. Time had definitely gotten weird. So had everything else. 
The world was familiar, but ... soupy.
It was Daddy at the gas station, but something awful happened and he suddenly wasn’t Daddy. He did something bad to me ... something to my thoughts ... then he went away and left me ... here.
She was lying on the ground of the gas station for a while, until her mom and Desmond came to get her.  They drove her back to the hotel. 
Why can’t they hear me? They just keep looking at me, worried. 
She didn’t feel like a ghost, or like she imagined being a ghost would feel like. It felt more like she was standing on the other side of the looking glass in a Lewis Carroll book. She could see her body, her mom, and Desmond in the vehicle, as if she were watching through a giant window that only she could see through. Paola pushed her hands hard against the world in front of her until the web of reality pushed back, seeping between her splayed fingers. 
She gasped and fell a step back. 
She looked around her again. 
At the far end of the lobby was a giant, oak door. It hadn’t been there before, and couldn’t have been real since it was too tall to fit the lobby, with a small moat circling the front. A moat full of dead people.
That’s where the kitchen used to be. 
The door turned into a drawbridge, and the moat multiplied 20 times in size. Paola started walking toward it. That dark thing that had pretended to be Daddy had promised her answers. It was probably inside.
She stepped through the large, oak door where the kitchen used to be, but no kitchen counters were on the other side. Just a black hallway with a small square of light at the center. 
The hallway wasn’t long, but when Paola reached the far end and stepped into the light on the other side, she was obviously on some sort of neverending road. And while it wasn’t yellow, it was made of brick. The walls around her had fallen away, replaced with flowing fields of grass as far as she could see in every direction.
Above her was the clearest, bluest sky she’d ever seen — an endless canopy hanging over miles of neatly bricked road that wound through a meadow, across a flower-carpeted ground, then up into rolling knolls of emerald grass, where it vanished at the horizon.
The road was a thing of fairytales, but something about it was scary. False like the thing that had pretended to be her daddy. She turned back around, but her opportunity to return to the hotel vanished, along with the door and the entire hotel. Nothing but grass. And the road.
She took a step forward, and then another.
Paola kept walking for what felt like years, in that way that time seemed to sometimes stretch in dreams. She desperately wanted to run into the thick, tall forests that had cropped up on either side of the meadow and see everything she could not see. 
It was wonderful where she could not go; she just knew it. That’s where the Fantasy lived, all the make-believe her mind had ever made, frolicking free, away from the memories and hard textures of truth. 
But I have to stay on the path. It would be terrible to get lost ... here.
If she didn’t keep walking she would never get to the end of the road. And that’s where the answers were; her dream logic told her.
Without warning, the scenery changed, instantly shifting from rich, warm colors to a sea of grays. From Oz back to Kansas.
Flat landscape gave way to a tapestry of small, gray hills at the front, larger ones in back, growing in size until they crashed into charcoal- smeared mountains that stretched high and into churning, gray clouds overhead.
Paola was walking for hours, or perhaps seconds, when she realized what the mountains were made of. At first, they seemed like nothing more than ash-colored wedges of dull pulp, but as they grew in size, they sharpened in detail. 
Piles and heaps and rivers of refuse were there; herculean hallways of nothing but garbage: cracked plastic, shredded paper, twisted metal. 
The piles, along with the rising landscape getting closer to the clouds above, sent Paola into a cold claustrophobia. Paola saw a figure in the distance standing on the right side of the road, its shoulders slouched and its back to Paola. It looked like it was holding something close to its body as it swayed from side to side.
She inched toward the figure, and brushed against a gnarled root coming out of the ground. Only it wasn’t a root, but rather, more garbage. As she touched it, her mind flashed back to when she was 6 years old. 
 
They’d been looking everywhere for her kitten, Doodles. But the cat had gotten out when Paola had accidentally left the front door open. Someone was at the front door. Their neighbor, Mr. Jerry. He said he’d found the kitten in the road. It had been hit by a car. He held it in his hands, its rear legs crushed. Paola cried both as a child, and now as she relived the memory.
 
That’s when she realized that each piece of the garbage was, in fact, made from her memories. She wasn’t sure how she knew it, but she was suddenly certain that the memories were painful and could swallow her whole, if given the chance. As if the memories were stripped of nutrients and only the bad stuff was left. 
The stuff that made you cry or feel lonely; hide or want to die.
Paola gasped when she realized the person on the side of the road was her father. He was pushing a broom and clearing the road of any stray or dangerous memories. He turned to Paola. “Not quite safe to pass yet,” he shook his head. “Been going as fast as I can, but they just keep piling up.”
“What happened?”
“Something upset the apple cart. Plowed right through, fast as it could. Looks like it took everything with it.” Paola’s dad pointed off the trail toward a black, bricked spire rising from the ground and pointing toward the sky. “See that, that’s where he is.”
“Who?”
“You know who,” he said. “Same one who sent you inside here.”
“Why is he inside me? I can feel him in me.”
“He’s not whole. Most of him already left, but a part of him broke off. Like a snake.”
“Do I have to go inside?” Paola asked, looking up at the black castle, and the dark memories surrounding her suddenly seemed less scary by comparison. 
“No, sure don’t,” he shook his head. You could wake right now if you want to. Everyone will see you, and you’ll see them. But you won’t know who they are, no matter how hard you try. You won’t even know who you are, not ever again. Because all this,” he waved his hand at the mountain of memories. “Every bit of it’s gonna be gone.”
“What’s inside the castle?” Paola asked.
“I don’t know anything you don’t,” he said, “but I can tell you what you’d probably guess anyway if you think it will help.” 
Paola smiled. The man who was only sort of a memory of her father had said that exactly like her real daddy would have. 
“Okay,” she said. “Then tell me that.”
“That castle is the middle of you. It’s your soul. Inside, there’s something to fight or face, or team up with or tell off. I don’t think you can know until you get there, but you can expect it to get rough. Just make it through and never forget what’s on the other side of the spire.”
“What’s on the other side?”
“Me, your mom, the rest of your life, of course. But you can’t have it without this.” He snapped his fingers, and the warm colors of Oz flashed across the sky before going dim a second later.
“Are you still alive?” she asked.
“What do you think?”
Paola didn’t know how to answer the question. 
“It’s time for me to go,” he said. “Time for both of us to go.”
Paola went to hug her father, but he disappeared just as she drew close. So did everything else, except the black castle, barely visible in the darkness. Paola couldn’t even see the ground, her feet vanishing in the clouds which flowed like thick, fast-moving fog blanketing the world.
Every step Paola took toward the castle caused it to move two steps farther away. She was walking a few minutes before deciding to try a step back. She was rewarded with the castle moving two steps closer toward her. Cold, wet wind whipped her and lashed at her hair, as she wrapped her arms around herself for warmth.
Paola continued to walk slowly backward, a foot at a time, careful not to fall over the edge of a narrow road, which was now high in the air with nothing but endless empty on either side. 
Each step sent her back into another awful memory. 
Small memories seemed massive, each one an attacker in the dark at her most unarmed. She longed to turn, run toward the barren land behind her, then keep running until her dying breath. It would be better than this. 
But she couldn't. 
The blackness swam over her face, threatening to swallow her.
She was going to die.  
The dark memories were in her mind, her lungs, her body. 
Every step back was another cool blade warmed by her blood, but she kept pushing forward, knowing that the icy black of a starless universe was better than the hollow void of a doused existence.
 
I’m supposed to be in bed, but Mom and Dad are asleep. And the movie I’m not supposed to be watching has horrible monsters and terrible screaming. And fires. Lots and lots of fires. When a mouse scurries across the floor, my screams bring my parents running into the room. 
 
I’m 8, saying Bloody Mary into the bathroom mirror. I know it’s just my mind playing tricks, and not something staring back at me with red eyes through the glass, but my heart feels like it’s going to explode and no one can hear me scream. 
 
I’m in Grandma’s room, just after she died. I’ve fallen asleep on the bed facing the mirror. I wake up slowly and can hear Grandma’s whisper behind me. Her image shimmers in the glass, and I’m sure there is more than one reality. 
 
No more. 
 
Paola peeled the black from her body, yanked it from her throat, then stepped outside her memories, letting terror drop to the road like an empty wetsuit. Paola found herself standing in front of the open castle door. A dim-red light bathed the walls inside the castle, making it seem almost warm. While she was so cold.
A booming voice thundered through the black. 
“Very good,” it said. “You’re almost here. Just a few more steps.”
Paola crossed the bridge then stepped into a huge room with massive ceilings that she couldn’t see through the clouds. The floor was carpeted in plush black, with threads so deep and thick they looked like colonies of crawling worms. 
Across the room was another open door. Paola stepped inside. It was a small room with nothing in it. She expected a throne room with evil claiming his castle seat, but fear and evil often thrived in whisper. 
“What do you want from me?” she asked the empty room. 
Except the room wasn’t empty. The voice was everywhere. And when it spoke, its waves rolled through Paola. 
“Nothing,” it said. “I’ve taken everything I need already. The only thing I want now is to give something back to you.”
“You don’t want to give me anything.” 
“Oh, that’s not true,” the voice soothed, flowing through her and making her feel almost ... good. “I’ve taken so much, now I long to ease your pain.”
“By taking my memories until there’s nothing left of me?” Paola shook her head. “No thanks. Tell me how to get my memories back and how to leave. You’re inside me, that means I know what you do, and you have to tell me.”
Something screeched inside the walls.  
“You can leave whenever you want,” it hissed. “I’m not holding you here.” 
“Yes, you are.” 
The door where she’d entered disappeared, and a new one opened on the other side of the room, slowly widening to Oz-colored meadows. “See,” the voice said. “What are you waiting for?” 
Paola looked out the window then shook her head. 
The voice started to rumble as the walls began to shake and the red light within them grew brighter, hotter.
She closed her eyes and started slowly rocking back and forth, chanting to herself to keep the voice’s long strings of nasty words away. 
“LEAVE!” the voice thundered. 
Thick smoke smoldered through the room. It was what was left of the creature. 
Paola smiled. Its anger was making her stronger. 
The Oz-colored meadows outside flickered with ash, then turned warm again. 
“Looks like your lie is wearing off,” she said. 
The voice bellowed. “I’ll kill everyone left in the world, starting with your mother.” The black smoke swirled through the room, then added, “Then I will find your father.” 
Something collapsed inside Paola. The evil had found her single biggest, creeping fear. She tried to keep the whimper inside, but lost it anyway. 
The voice went still, and every inch of her world was quickly turning to black, the red walls of the castle now cold and dark. Wind howled through the room, wet and so cold. 
She squeezed her eyes shut, bit her lip, and started murmuring. 
You’re not here. You left because you’re an empty disease, and I was too good for you. You can’t hurt my mother, and you can’t hurt my father. You want me to leave because then you can take over.
“But I won’t let you,” she said, standing up and opening her eyes as the smoke swirled, gathering strength from the wind, growing thicker, and louder.
“Gooooooooooooooo!” it shouted, its voice an almost mechanical echo.
“You go!” she yelled, “YOU GO!”
The clouds above met the swirling smoke around her, spiraling into a funnel cloud of chaos that picked her up and lifted her toward the unseen ceiling. Scraps of memories slammed into her from all sides, coming and going so fast they blurred into one another, causing her to cry, fear, panic, rage, and scream all at once.
I won’t go.
She lifted higher, her body now spinning in the outer band of the swirling cloud, like Dorothy caught in the tornado.
She closed her eyes and thought of her parents, struggling to hold onto good memories as bad ones continued to assail her from all sides. Each time they hit her, they ripped into her body, piercing it like knives.
I won’t go.
Something slammed into her, and she felt her body fly higher and higher, fear coursing through her, certain she was going to hit the ceiling. But she kept flying upward, caught in the tide.
I won’t go.
And then, like that, she was in free fall through the clouds, the dark smoke gone. She closed her eyes, praying she wouldn’t plummet to the Earth, only to die. Before she fell, though, she passed out.
 
When she woke, she was back in Oz, under blue skies and a warm sun. She was still in the dream, but reality seemed closer than ever. She ran as fast as she could through the daisy-covered meadow to find a boy her age, or slightly older, swinging on a swing set in the middle of a clearing. 
He slowed to a stop. “Would you like to swing with me?” he said pointing to the empty seat next to him. “I’ve been saving this one for you.”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 11 — Luca Harding
 
 
This doesn’t feel like I thought it would. It’s like swimming, except it’s air and not water, and everything is clear instead of blurry. It’s like swimming through the sky with special goggles. 
Everything faded to white, and Luca found himself walking through a large meadow with a tall, wooden swing a hundred or so feet in front of him. Two empty seats were there. Luca chose the one on the left and started to swing, saving the other for Paola. 
He could see her not too far off, stuck in the shadows with that thing that hid in the terrible scary and made all the good dreams go bad. 
Once she knows I’m out here she’ll want to come and join me. 
Luca knew it with certainty, so he wasn’t at all surprised when Paola managed to make the bad disappear, then stepped outside and into their shared sun. She saw Luca, then crossed the meadow, and stood beside the empty swing as he slowed to a stop. 
“Would you like to swing with me?” he said. “I’ve been saving this one for you.”
She said yes, then sat and started to pump her legs back and forth. 
Up and down ... up and down ... up and down. 
Luca swung, too.
Up and down ... up and down ... up and down. 
They were quiet for a while until Paola finally broke the silence. 
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“Coming to help me.”
“I’m not really sure what I did.”
“Me either, but everything looks so pretty now.”
Back and forth ... back and forth ... back and forth. 
Back and forth ... back and forth ... back and forth. 
“Do you know what happened?”
Luca shook his head. “Even Will doesn’t know.”
“Who is Will?”
“My friend. He’s the one who brought me here. He’s been dreaming about you and your mom, just like me.”
“Do you know what’s supposed to happen now?”
Luca shook his head again. 
“Do you know how we get home?”
“I’m not sure, but I think we can probably go whenever we really want to.”
“Do you want to?”
“Not yet,” Luca said.
“Me neither. I miss my mom, but everything here is so ... calm.”
“Yeah.”
Back and forth ... back and forth ... back and forth.
Back and forth ... back and forth ... back and forth.
The Indian was leaning against a tall Jacaranda tree, like the kind across the street from Luca’s house in Las Orillas. The fallen blossoms painted purple on the ground around him as the Indian looked into the sky and smoked his giant, plastic pipe.
“Do you see the Indian over there?” Paola asked. 
Luca laughed, “Yes, he’s my friend. He’s actually my dog.”
Paola didn’t seem surprised. “What’s his name?” she asked. “The dog, not the Indian.”
“I call him Dog Vader, but he doesn’t really like that very much. So I call him Kick, but only out loud. And most time, I forget, and call him Dog Vader.”
Paola laughed, and Luca joined her, then they fell into quiet together. 
They swung in silence. They had no way to count minutes in a place that didn’t have any hours, but they swung back and forth and up and down until Paola finally flew from the top of her swing and landed with both feet in the soft, flowing grass. 
“Okay,” she said. “I’m ready.”
Luca slowed to a stop, then joined Paola. He took her hand, because it seemed like the right thing to do, then they walked toward the rainbow together. 
The rainbow was both near and far. They took only a few steps then the colors scattered into darkness. They found themselves blinking awake beneath the dim light of the hotel lobby. 
“Mom!” Paola yelled. 
Her mom was sobbing. “I’m so glad you’re okay!” 
Everyone seemed happy, but Luca felt another feeling in the room as well. 
They’re staring at me, and they’re scared. They’re looking at me, but their thoughts are the same as if they were looking into the terrible scary. 
Luca noticed that his clothes were all torn, including his shoes.
Will’s hand was on Luca’s shoulder. He dropped to his knee and whispered, “Come with me,” then led Luca across the room to a pair of full-length mirrors on the other side. 
Luca stared at his reflection.
He was him, but not like he remembered. 
He was now slightly taller than Paola, with a full head of hair that fell just past his shoulders. The face staring back at him was at least a good five years older, and looked remarkably like his father’s.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 12 — Teagan McLachlan
 
 
Teagan stayed hidden in the stairwell as Ed negotiated with the emo-looking guy with the bat. When the guy swore that he didn’t mean any harm, Teagan cringed, praying Ed wouldn’t shoot first and ask questions later as he’d been doing since they met.
When she heard the bat hit the ground, relief washed over her. She was fairly sure Ed wouldn’t shoot an unarmed guy. If he had, she might have lost it right there and taken off, as far and as fast as she could. 
She was grateful to Ed for helping her and possibly saving her life twice, but that nagging part in her brain was still reminding her that not once had he waited to find out if the people he killed were friend or foe. Shoot first, ask questions later. Except when people were dead, there wasn’t a lot they could answer to.
Had the men in the gas station posed an actual threat to them? Maybe they were just people looking for answers, like them. And who was to say the helicopter wasn’t from the government looking to help? 
When Ed started talking rather than shooting, Teagan found her breath again. Perhaps they’d found someone else after all. Someone they could work with to figure out what was going on, or maybe find others who were still here.
When Teagan heard Jade, she emerged from the stairwell. 
Ed’s daughter looked like she was in her early 20s, with auburn hair and green eyes like her. If Jade’s hair had been long instead of a short pixie cut, she could have easily passed for Teagan’s slightly older sister. Their resemblance was uncanny, which made Ed finding Teagan, a girl who looked so much like his daughter, after the rest of the world vanished, a most odd coincidence.
Yet, there they were, all breathing just a few feet apart.
Jade ran to her father and threw her arms around him. Ed held tight like he’d not seen her in forever, and maybe never would again.  As the two embraced, Teagan felt a longing for her own father. Not the man she’d come to know, but the one who’d once been a kind, doting daddy, not yet reduced to shreds by life’s slings and arrows. He hadn’t been that man in a long time, so Teagan was only missing a ghost of a ghost. A good feeling, once remembered.
As the two hugged, Jade’s eyes opened, then found Teagan, making her feel like the biggest third wheel ever in the history of ever.
Jade looked confused. She pulled away from her dad, and walked toward Teagan with a smile, “Hi, my name is Jade,” she said with a confidence that surprised Teagan, though it shouldn’t have, given how direct and confident Ed was.
“I’m Teagan,” she said, shaking the girl’s hand.
“I ran into her on the road. Her parents vanished right in front of her while they were driving home,” Ed said, almost apologetically. “She didn’t have anyone else.”
It was then Jade noticed Teagan’s swollen belly.
“Oh,” Jade said, “How far along are you?”
“Five months,” she said, her hands instinctively massaging her baby’s home.
“Do you know the sex yet?”
“I didn’t want to know. Wanted it to be a surprise. Didn’t expect this sorta surprise, though,” she said, shrugging her shoulders at the missing world.
“This is Ken,” she said, introducing the guy with the bat, who looked like a college student, too. A good-looking, emo-artsy-coffee house type.
“Hi,” she said, shaking Ken’s hand.
“Did you hear from your mother?” Ed asked.
“No, I called when the phones were still working. But no answer. I was gonna go to her house, but then we saw the things.”
“What things?” Ed asked.
“Whatever they are,” Ken said, “They’re nothing like I’ve ever seen.”
Ken looked frightened, as if he’d seen a ghost, monster, or something else unimaginable. Ed looked like he was about to make a joke, but then swallowed it, perhaps not knowing the relationship between Jade and Ken.
“Come here,” Ken said, “I’ll show you what I’m talking about. Do you mind?” he asked, pointing to his bat.
Ed’s foot found the handle, pushed against it, propped it up, grabbed the business end, then handed it to Ken in one quick movement. Teagan wasn’t sure if that was Ed showing his alpha dog status as dads tended to do with guys who dared to date their daughters, or if it was just Ed being the all-business, all-bad ass, all the time that he was. Teagan was surprised to find herself laughing inside.
Pity the poor guy who wants to date Jade.
They went into Apartment 410, which technically didn’t belong to Ken. He had been staying with a friend the night everyone vanished. When Ken said friend, and mentioned the friend was a guy, with a look in his eye and a momentary pause, Teagan figured maybe Ed had nothing to worry about concerning Ken and Jade.
Room 410 crackled with a blast of static coming from a battery-operated baby monitor.
“The other one’s downstairs,” Ken said. “That’s how we knew you were downstairs. We heard you in the hallway, and I waited with the bat, just in case.”
“In case what?” Teagan asked, surprising herself with the question.
“You were one of the monsters.”
Ed laughed.
“You didn’t see any when you were driving up? They’ve been outside since yesterday,” Ken asked.
“Monsters?” Ed said, “No, I can’t say we saw any ‘monsters’ on the way in.”
“No, I’m serious,” Ken said, “Take a look.”
Ken led them to the window, then pulled the shades aside three inches, raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes, looked outside, then handed the binoculars to Ed.
“There, in front of the building across the street.”
Ed took the binoculars, adjusted the focus on top, then froze.
It took him a while to find his voice. When he did, he said, “What the hell are those?”
“Monsters,” Jade said. “They killed a girl who left the complex last night.”
Teagan couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’re saying monsters killed someone?”
“Tore her to shreds,” Ken said, eyes dead serious.
“Lemme see,” Teagan said, joining Ed at the window.
Ed ignored her at first, not wanting to take his eyes off whatever was in his sights. 
“Lemme see,” Teagan pleaded.
Ed turned to her, then shook his head, “I don’t think you should see this.”
She grabbed the binoculars from his hands and raised them to her eyes, focused, and saw the walking nightmares for herself. She was suddenly confused, and dizzy, as if the world were sliding out from under her. 
The air gained weight and pushed her to the floor.
 
**
 
When she came to, Teagan was in a bed, daylight bleeding through thick, black curtains. 
“Where am I?” she asked, head pounding. Her hands found her baby, and for a terrifying moment, she thought she couldn’t feel anything inside her. Then it kicked, as if to answer her fears, and Teagan found herself crying, then cursing herself for being so emotional.
“You okay?” a voice beside her said.
Jade was lying next to her. “You fainted. But Dad said you’d be okay. I said I’d stay with you.”
Jade handed her a bottle of water. 
Teagan was surprisingly thirsty. And hungry. “Thank you,” she said, gulping half the bottle. “Where is everyone?”
“Dad and Ken went to search the other rooms for more weapons, though I’m not sure if they’ll find any.”
“Why are they getting weapons?” Teagan asked.
“My dad said we’re gonna need all the weapons we can find to protect ourselves.”
“Yeah, that sounds like your dad,” Teagan said smiling.
“What do you mean?” Jade asked, face suddenly serious.
“Well, you know how your dad is, all that secret agent stuff.” Teagan said, waiting for Jade’s muscles to relax. Instead, her cheeks tightened.
“What did my dad tell you?”
Teagan was afraid she’d said too much. 
What if Ed is so secret an agent that not even his own family knows what he does for a living? 
Teagan was sure Ed said that his family knew what he did. Right?  No, she wasn’t certain. But she was mortified that she might have dropped a ball that would destroy an already fractured relationship between Ed and his daughter. 
“He didn’t tell me much, just that he worked for the government.” Teagan considered saying he was also an ace with a gun and had taken down two men and a helicopter, but decided to keep her big mouth shut.
“Listen,” Jade said, “I don’t know what my dad told you, or what you think you know about him, but he’s not some government agent, a spy, or cop, or whatever crazy thing he told you.”
“What do you mean?” Teagan said, “He told me you two never saw each other because he was always on the road working for the government.”
“On ‘the road,’” Jade said, with a bitter laugh, “That’s cute. I guess that’s what he’s calling it when he’s on the run from the law, ‘on the road.’ My dad isn’t what he says he is, or who you think he is. He’s been on the run for four years for murder. The reason we didn’t see each other was because he was locked in a mental institution until he broke out a few months ago.”
Teagan felt dizzy again.
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Chapter 1 — Luis Torres
 
 
Oct. 16
Early morning
New York City
 
“I have to find them.” Brent said, staring at the thousands of bodies piled in Times Square. “I have to see for myself.”
“There’s too many.” Luis said, “Even if your wife and son are in there, and we have no reason to think they are, we’d be here all day searching. And then we’ll miss the ferry to Black Island. Plus, we’ve still got Comatose Joe waiting in the car.”
“Go without me,” Brent said, walking through rows of stacked corpses, searching for any sign of his family. “I’m staying here.”
“You can’t stay here, those creatures are gonna come back.”
“I don’t care!” Brent said, fighting tears. “Let them. I need to know.”
Luis shook his head, letting out a long sigh and scanning the fog for signs of more creatures. 
But it was just them and the dead ... for now. Staring at the bodies, he found it curious none seemed to have suffered injury. Whoever or whatever killed these people, it probably wasn’t the monsters he and Brent had encountered. For one, the creatures would have left the corpses in pieces. And he doubted the bodies would be so neatly stacked.
Whoever did the stacking, Luis was guessing it was humans. And the only people organized and with manpower enough to dispose of bodies in such an orderly manner would be the government. And if it were the government, Luis had to wonder how deeply they were involved in whatever happened. How much did they know? 
If he and his group had known of the event before it happened, odds are, someone else did, too. Someone on the inside. Someone prepared. He doubted the government had anything to do with whatever caused the deaths and disappearances of so many people. Even though he knew his government was capable of atrocities over the years, he doubted it would actually kill so many of its own people. Which meant they likely knew something was going to happen, maybe even what, but had no actual part in it. Nor could they prevent it.
So, they did what they could, collected the dead, and organized.
Even though Luis had dreamed of this event and had known many would die, it did nothing to prepare him for the reality or the pain of seeing so many bodies. Staring at the faces of so many dead men, women, and children, many with wide-open and vacant eyes, pierced a part of his heart he’d worked most of his life to harden. Watching Brent move from stack to stack, searching for his family, dug the blade deeper.
“What are you gonna do when we don’t find them?” Luis asked. “These bodies are stacked! Are we gonna start moving people, peeling them off the piles like we’re looking for the TV remote in a pile of clothes in our bedroom?”
“You don’t have to do anything!” Brent snapped, “Just go. I’ll look.”
“And what then?” Luis asked, “What will you do if you do find them? It won’t bring them back, you know.”
Brent stopped his search, and glared at Luis.
“Don’t you want to know?” Brent asked, stepping toward Luis, eyes red. “Don’t you want to know if your daughter is dead or just missing? I mean, if she’s missing, then there’s still hope we can find her, right? Or did you just write her off as gone and you’re ready to move on?”
“I didn’t write her off,” Luis said calmly, letting the accusation slide beneath Brent’s grief.
Brent stepped even closer to Luis, a bit too close, puzzled.
“Really? Then why haven’t we been looking for her? I can’t think of anything besides finding my family, yet you seem like you don’t even want to look for yours.”
Any other person, any other time, Luis would’ve knocked a clown out for talking like that to him. He could feel his nostrils flaring and heart starting to race. He slowed his breathing to counter the growing rage. But it wasn’t enough to calm him completely. Finally, he gave in to his need to snap back.
“Maybe I’m not all tore up because I don’t feel guilty. Because I didn’t ignore my family for years, only to be filled with regret the moment they’re gone. I spent time with them knowing that nothing is forever. Whether it’s cancer or the end of the world, I knew someday the clock would run out. And I lived and loved like my family actually mattered to me.”
Brent’s eyes narrowed, and he took a swing at Luis.
Luis could have easily dodged the punch completely, but moved just far enough that Brent’s punch landed harmlessly on Luis’s right shoulder rather than his jaw. Luis figured it was probably the first time Brent had ever thrown a punch.
“Feel better?” Luis asked, voice still somewhat calm.
Brent stared, face flush with guilt, and turned away. 
“Listen, bro,” Luis said, “I know you need resolution, one way or another. I get it. But at the same time, there’s no way you can search through all these bodies before another pack of those uglies comes hunting you down. I would stay and help if I thought it would do any good, but there’s too many for us to take on by ourselves, even if we had a week.”
“I have to know,” Brent said, meeting Luis’s eyes. “If I leave now, I’ll never know for certain.”
“Whether they’re dead or just vanished, the fact is, they’re gone for right now,” Luis said. “Maybe you’ll see them again on this side, or maybe in heaven, but the only thing we have for sure is right now. And right now, there’s nothing we can do to bring them back.”
“Aren’t you even curious to know if your little girl is here?” Brent asked.
“I’ve known for years this day would come. I knew I’d have to let go. It doesn’t make it easier, and I wish like hell it didn’t happen, but I’m not still clinging to straws either. I’m not saying I moved on, but at the same time, I can’t hope for something I know won’t happen. In my dreams, she was gone. And I can’t question the dreams.”
Brent scanned the rows of bodies again, likely adding them in his head. While Manhattan was home to more than two million people, no more than a few thousand bodies could have been stacked in the Square, maybe as many as 100,000. But that left plenty still unaccounted for. For all Luis knew, more bodies were on the next block, or the one after that, or hell, stuffed in buildings and heaped ceiling high in Madison Square Garden, but they couldn’t search all of Manhattan. Not with those monsters scouring the city. Brent was probably realizing what Luis already knew: Their best shot was to find whoever was broadcasting from Black Island and hope others had made it to safety. 
“Okay,” Brent said, shoulders hunched in defeat, “Let’s go.”
“It’s gonna be okay,” Luis said, even though he didn’t believe it.
 
**
 
They arrived at the car to find Joe in worse shape than when they left.
Black veins covered his face, and his skin was slick with something slightly thick and wet. His breathing was labored, and eyes still closed. Luis considered feeling for a pulse, but the dark splotches on the guy’s face looked infectious. The only thing that kept Luis from putting the old man on the side of the street and leaving him there was the concern in Brent’s eyes. This wasn’t just Brent’s maintenance man, it was the last person he knew in the world. His only connection to his past, and given how shaken Brent already was, Luis didn’t want to risk pushing him over the edge by severing it.
“You okay, Joe?” Brent asked, as he climbed into the back seat.
No response from Joe.
“We need to get him help,” Luis said as he got in the front seat and keyed the ignition, wanting to get to the ferry as fast as possible so Joe wouldn’t puke, bleed, or die in his car. “Hopefully, they’ll have someone at Black Island.”
“Daddy?” Ben’s voice said, again from Joe’s mouth.
Luis glanced in the rearview and saw Brent’s torment.
“I’m so ... ” Ben’s voice said again, voice so weak it seemed as if Joe could hardly form a breath much less a word.
“What?” Brent asked leaning forward in his seat to better hear Joe’s murmurs.
Joe’s head rose, but his eyes were still closed. “I’m so ... hrmph ... ” the voice said again, though this time it sounded like a mixture of Ben’s voice and Joe’s.
“What’s he saying?” Brent asked.
“Beats the hell outta me,” Luis said, confused and just wanting the old man out of his car.
Brent leaned closer, and Joe inched forward with great effort, eyes still closed, as if he were unconscious. 
“I’m so ... hungry,” Joe said, his voice growing.
“Hungry?” Brent asked.
Luis looked over just as Joe’s eyes shot open, no longer white, but pitch-black. Joe’s mouth opened impossibly wide, the flesh at the corners of his mouth ripped and bled black down his chin. Joe, suddenly alive and energized, thrust forward, grabbing Brent’s head and trying to bring it closer to bite. 
Luis slammed on the brakes, causing Joe and Brent, neither of them wearing seat belts, to lurch forward. Brent hit the back of Luis’s seat and snapped back into the back seat. Joe sailed forward, head smacking the front window hard and leaving a red splotch on the bullet-resistant glass.
Joe screamed, an unearthly banshee cry, somewhere between man and monster, then turned to Luis, leaping onto him. Luis’s guns were out of reach, in the back seat. The shotgun on the center console had slid forward and fallen on the floor in front of Joe when Luis hit the brakes. Luis tried to push Joe back against the passenger door. With one hand on Joe’s thin chest, he kept his right hand tightened around Joe’s forehead, struggling to keep Joe’s open mouth from biting him. 
“Gimme a gun!” Luis shouted back at Brent, who he could not see in the backseat.
Suddenly, something cracked in Joe’s neck, and he swiveled his head sideways and bit down hard on Luis’s arm.
“Fuck!” Luis screamed, reaching back frantically with his left hand and finding the door handle, pulling it open, then unclicking his seatbelt, and falling backward to give himself enough room to kick at Joe, awkwardly at first, then finally with enough force to push the fucker off him. Hanging half out of the car, Luis kicked hard, pressing both feet into Joe’s chest, trapping him against the passenger door as Brent scrambled in the back seat.
“Gun!” Luis screamed.
Joe’s head shook violently back and forth so fast it was nearly a blur, screaming and clicking the entire time, black spittle flying from it and landing all over Luis and his car. Joe reached down and grabbed hold tight of Luis’ leg, clenching down impossibly hard for an old man.
Luis screamed, sure the thing that was once Joe would rip right through his flesh. With renewed fear and anger, he kicked both his legs up with all the force he could muster, found Joe’s jaw, and kicked it straight back. He kicked again, repeatedly, as hard and fast as he could, bashing Joe’s skull into the window until it was a bloody pulp and his body stopped twitching.
Luis hopped from the car, screaming, adrenaline coursing through him, air stinging his lungs as he gulped deep mouthfuls. Brent climbed from the back seat, gun in hand. Luis grabbed it from him, ran around to the passenger side, opened the door, and yanked Joe’s body out, then threw it to the road, and fired four shots into the corpse.
“Fuuuuuuck!” Luis screamed, wiping at his stinging, bloody arm. The injury was worse than he’d thought, a mouth-sized chunk of flesh torn from his right forearm. 
Brent ran to him, “What the hell happened?”
“He was infected,” Luis said. “He was turning into one of those things.”
“Holy shit,” Brent said, staring at Joe’s body, eyes wide in disbelief. It took a moment, but Brent’s eyes soon found Luis’s injury. “What ... ?”
“It bit me,” Luis said, feeling fear for his own life for the first time in decades.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 2 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Oct. 18
Somewhere in Alabama
 
The door whined open, and Boricio smiled.
Testosterone must not have been expecting trouble because he sauntered in like he owned half the South. Two guards were behind him, neither one holding the guns in their holsters.
Stupid shits. 
“Now!” Boricio growled. 
The door was open just three seconds when the flat of Boricio’s bat was beating the air straight from Testosterone’s lungs. He hit the floor with a throttled wail and both hands curled around his gut. Boricio left him writhing, then turned his gnashing teeth to the other two guards.
Killing the delicate was like popping a zit, and the two flowers in the doorway were just a few seconds from wilting. 
The two guards reached for their guns. Boricio swung the bat and broke the knuckles of the first guard before he’d even unfastened his holster. Boricio dropped the bat, grabbed the man by his neck, spun him around, and reached into his holster. Boricio pulled out the guard’s Colt, and shot him once in the chest, followed by a second shot to his head on the way down. 
A geyser of blood rained onto Testosterone, who was still thrashing around on the ground, though quickly catching his breath. He opened his mouth as if about to scream for help, and Boricio pressed the Colt hard against his cheekbone.
“Gimme one reason,” Boricio said, shoving the gun so hard into the man’s face it would leave a bruise.
It was one-on-four on the other side of the room. The remaining guard had his gun drawn. “Stand down!” he screamed, waving the gun back and forth at Team Boricio, who surrounded him. Adam and Charlie stood behind the guard while Manny and Jack stood in front of him.
He obviously wasn’t the one who signed the checks, but he might also have been given orders to keep the prisoners alive, since despite his boss licking the concrete and his comrade already growing cold, the guard just stood there with a shaking gun and hollow eyes. 
Stupid fucking asshole. That right there is the last dumb-ass decision of your wasted life. Pull the trigger five times and BAM! Ashes to ashes, we all fall down. Maybe you’d manage to get us all, maybe you wouldn’t. But if you don’t pull that trigger in the next two seconds, you’re dead no matter what you get around to doing. 
“Stand down!” the guard barked again.
“Shoot him ... ” Testosterone finally found his voice long enough to issue a command. Boricio smacked Testosterone in the head with the butt of the pistol, then stood up.
Boricio flashed the gunman his most winning smile and raised his hands in the air. “Not so fast,” he said. “I can do the math, I surrender.” He kept inching forward. “My hands are up. You got me.” 
“Stand down or I will shoot you in the face!”
Boricio stopped, 10 feet from the guard. Would’ve been plenty close if the flunky wasn’t waving a .45, but it was a few feet farther up shit creek than Boricio would’ve liked considering Team Boricio was unarmed and G.I. Joe was just seconds from gathering another round of breath to order them all dead.
“Chill out, man. I said I surrender. Need me to start speaking French so’s I can prove it?” Boricio kneeled, laid the gun on the floor, barrel first, then stood with his hands in the air. 
He kicked the gun across the room just past the guard and between Adam and Charlie. “See,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I’m surrendered, just like I told ya.”
The prisoners were all too scared to move. 
Boricio heard Testosterone’s heavy breath rising from the floor behind him.
Team Boricio is made up of flash-frozen idiots. If I was standing over there, that fucker’s gun would already be in his mouth. They may as well be playing pocket pool. If you’re on Team Boricio, you best be useful. 
Boricio charged toward a surprised Manny, tackling and then spinning him around until Boricio’s eyes were bolted on the flunky with Manny between them. 
Boricio hurled Manny into the guard then dove to the ground. 
Testosterone was back on his feet, but Boricio had already hit the floor, sweeping the guard’s feet from under him. The guard’s head landed with a loud crack on the concrete. Boricio lifted him by the hair, then sent his head back to the floor with a fatal aftershock, coating the floor in the man’s blood.
“The fuck man!” Manny screamed. 
“Tell me I’ve been naughty later,” Boricio growled and blew a kiss, then turned to face Testosterone. 
“Not so fast,” Testosterone said, aiming his gun behind Boricio. Predator’s guess said it was at one of the prisoners trying to retrieve a weapon. 
“Why don’t you kick that over here instead?” Testosterone said.
The gun slid across the concrete and through Testosterone’s splayed legs, landing just behind him, a few feet from the wall. He smiled and turned his gun to Boricio. “You know,” he said, “We were just on our way in here to deal with you. We were gonna take our sweet, sweet time, have ourselves a little fun.”
Pile of shit wants to motherfucking monologue. Tell me how big and bad he is, and how he’s gonna make me pay. But no shots have been fired, so if they were really planning on taking their sweet, sweet time, and I expect they were, no one else is coming in for a while. I get that gun, it’s game over.  
Boricio said, “Easy to be the Grim Reaper’s right hand when you’re waving a loaded gun. And the way you probably toss off all the lonely boys around here, your trigger finger’s probably even faster than that tiny pecker of yours.” 
Testosterone laughed, then crossed the floor to the baseball bat, keeping his aim on Boricio. He kneeled, picked up the bat, then slipped his gun back in its holster. 
“Bullets wouldn’t be much fun,” he said. “I’d rather beat the loud right out of your mouth. Maybe I’ll celebrate with a shot or two to the kneecap once I’m through. Or maybe … ”
He didn’t wait to finish his sentence — tried to catch Boricio by surprise instead with a wide swing somewhere around the word “or.” But Boricio saw the bat coming. He dodged the blow, and the bat whistled by him.
Boricio charged Testosterone, throwing both hands around the bat. Testosterone saw him coming and tightened his grip as Boricio latched on. They stumbled across the room, each trying to gain control of the bat as Team Boricio stood on the sidelines like fucking spectators or cheerleaders, nobody going for the other gun in the room.
In a battle of brute strength, Testosterone had the edge. He pulled the bat free, sent Boricio sailing to the floor with a swift kick to his chest, then landed the first blow to Boricio’s ribs before he was halfway up. 
Boricio fell back to the floor, just as the tip of Testosterone’s boot clipped him beneath his chin. Another half inch or so and the fucker would’ve broken his jaw.
“You’re gonna wanna stop right there.” Charlie said.
Well how about that? Janie got a gun. Looks like someone just made the highlight reel on SportsCenter. 
“Shoot him!” Boricio yelled.
“No, no, no,” Testosterone shook his head and wagged his finger back and forth. “I’m the only thing that can keep you alive right now, believe you me. You all are dead the minute you step out this door. But you shoot this fucker here,” he gestured toward Boricio, “then you and everyone in this room gets to see the only future there is left.”
“Why’d you bring us here to start with?” Charlie asked.
“No, I’m not answering your questions until you put a bullet in this grease ball,” Testosterone said, “This is your one chance to join us. Or join the dead. Your choice, kid.”
Boricio turned to Charlie. “Now I know you’re too smart to believe a single word this fucktard is saying. He brought us here to kill us, all of us, and that’s what he’s gonna do. He’s the cunt hair who ordered you tied up; I’m the one who set you free.”
Charlie closed his left eye and steadied his aim toward Testosterone.
“Stop,” Manny said, “Think about what you’re doing, man. This guy is a monster.” He looked at Boricio. “Think about what you’ve seen and heard since you’ve been in here. I mean, the guy just used me as a human shield. It’s only a matter of time before he turns on any or all of us. We’re only here to help him get from point A to B. He won’t care what happens to us at all once we’re out of this place.”
Boricio laughed. “Awesome job, Captain Obvious.” He turned to the rest of the Team Boricio. “Every word he says is true. I am one gen-u-ine fucker of a Frankenstein. And yeah, I do need all of you to help me escape, and I really don’t see us all playing house once we get outta here. But true as that all is, it’s even truer that none of you is leaving here without a fair hand of help. And yours truly is a whole Hands Across America right now. I won’t kill you, because you’re all on my team. I killed that fucker earlier because he was a turncoat. Anyone else wants to be a free agent; I’ll kill them, too. Because that’s what it takes to protect the team.”
He turned to Manny. “And no disrespect intended. I assessed as best I could. You were the only thing gonna keep the five of us alive in the seconds I had. Just good math is all.” 
Manny glared at Boricio. 
I’ll have to end him anyway. He don’t wanna be on Team Boricio, and I don’t need no cancer creeping through the group. 
Two shots rang through the room, and Testosterone dropped to the floor. Charlie stood there, shaking.
“I had to shoot him,” Charlie said. “He was reaching for his gun.” 
“Good boy!” Boricio hollered. He walked over to the Colt on the ground, picked it up, handed it to Adam, then turned to the group. “We ready to roll?”
Manny grabbed the gun from Testosterone’s holster. Boricio went to the door, looked into the narrow hallway outside, then said, “We’re clear,” motioning the gang through the threshold. Manny was last to pass. Soon as he did, he felt the barrel of Boricio’s bat pressed against his skull.
“Gonna need your gun,” Boricio said.
Boricio held his hand out, and Manny filled it without argument. Boricio handed the gun to Jack, then turned to Manny. 
“Despite that little bullshit back there, I’ve every intention of letting you live. However, I sure as hell don’t want my biggest critic holding a gun and walking behind me. We get more weapons, maybe you get to earn yours back. Besides,” Boricio patted his bat. “If I can go without one, you can, too. Now, chop chop.” Boricio waved his hand toward the hallway. 
They stepped into a short hallway without any doors or windows. On the far side was a set of six steps leading to an angled, wooden door. 
They’d been held in a basement.
Whatever ugly the end of the world hadn’t managed to kill was waiting right on the other side of the cellar door. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 3 — Teagan McLachlan
 
Oct. 17
Morning
Winding, Georgia
 
“What do you mean your father murdered someone?” Teagan asked. Jade was sitting on the bed next to her, cross-legged. “You mean he’s not a cop or government agent or something?”
Jade shook her head. “He was a mid-level manager at an investment firm. He was a workaholic, burned out, barely present at home most of the time. Then one day out of nowhere, he started talking about people following him. He said he was worried about us, and that we needed to be careful. Said there were ‘agents’ watching him and if anyone came around asking questions or asking us to go with them, to say nothing, and escape the second we got the chance. One day he was at the office, and went totally ape shit. Didn’t just shoot one person, but four.”
Teagan’s tongue wouldn’t work while her brain tried to make sense of what Jade was revealing.
“It was all over the evening news. On a Friday afternoon, right there in the parking garage, he killed four people. He told my mom they were secret agents, but that part wasn’t reported. His lawyer claimed it was a psychological collapse caused by Post Traumatic Stress Disorder from when he was in Iraq. It never went to trial. He copped an insanity plea and was placed in an institution.”
Teagan found herself suddenly staring at her recent life through a new filter — had the men in the store been a genuine threat? What about the helicopter and the people aboard it? She’d had a hard enough time accepting that Ed had killed so many people to protect them from possible threats. But what if none of the people was really a threat to begin with? What if all the people he’d killed were innocent? All the people he’d killed for her? Her headache went from dull throb to roaring thunder as she sifted through what Jade was saying.
“Oh my God. I don’t even know what to say ... Did you and your mom visit him?”
“We did at first, but then he ... ”
The bedroom door opened, it was Ed and Ken, severing Jade’s words mid-sentence.
“We’re back,” Ken said. “We found a few guns, but not a whole lot of ammo.”
Ed said nothing, eyes on Teagan, as if he sensed they’d been discussing him, that maybe his daughter gave him up.
“So, what’s the plan?” Jade asked.
“I’ll go out there,” Ed said, “See if I can get to the SUV, and bring it as close to the front door as I can get. If they come at me, we’ll see how strong they are and adjust our defenses accordingly.”
“What if they kill you?” Jade asked. “I don’t think you should go out there.”
“We can’t wait here and see what they’ll do,” Ed said. “Better to act than react.”
“It’s too dangerous, Dad.”
“I’ll go,” Ken offered.
“You ever fire a gun?” Ed asked.
“Well, um ... no,” Ken said.
“Then you’re not going anywhere. That bat won’t be enough.” Ed said matter-of-factly, no insult intended, though the kid’s face went crimson all the same.
“I haven’t seen you in three years and you’re just gonna run out and get yourself killed?” Jade said, voice going from serious young woman to scared young girl.
“I’m not gonna get killed. I can handle myself just fine.”
“You don’t even know what those things are; how can you say something like that?!” Jade turned, pouting. 
To Teagan, Ed looked like a beaten man, too tired to muscle through the motions of an old and weary fight reminiscent of ones he’d had too many times in the past, if not with Jade then surely her mother. Teagan wondered why he didn’t go to his daughter and give her the hug she so clearly craved. For all his so-called talent at reading people, he sucked at reading women. Or perhaps Iraq had rendered him incapable of showing emotion outside machismo.
“Trust me,” Ed said, “I can handle anything that comes my way.”
Jade shook her head, and Ed left the bedroom.
Jade stared at her lap, trying not to cry, slowly failing. Teagan felt uncomfortable, but forced herself to lean over and hug the girl.
“I’m sorry,” Teagan said.
“He’s so fucking stubborn,” Jade said, surrendering into Teagan’s embrace. Ken, also uncomfortable, left the room, closing the door softly behind him.
Jade pulled away, “He always does shit like this.”
“What do you mean?”
“He takes unnecessary chances, puts himself at risk to be the big fucking hero.”
Teagan was confused, “What do you mean?”
“Even though he wasn’t a cop or agent or whatever the hell he told you he was, he was always stepping in whenever someone was in danger or if someone had done something bad. Like when I was 9 and we all went out to eat in New York City. We were walking back to our hotel when some guy snatched a woman’s purse right in front of us. The guy took off running while everyone on the street just stood around. Well, everyone except my dad, who, without a word to my mom or me, took off running, chased the guy down the block, caught him, and then beat the hell out of him. He came jogging back a few minutes later with the woman’s purse and handed it to her.”
“And that’s a bad thing?” Teagan asked.
“Well, at first, I thought it was kinda of cool. Like he was my dad, the super hero or something. But he started doing this shit all the time. And then it got worse. He would start acting if he thought someone was gonna do something. He’d jump them or scare them off. And when we asked why, he just said he knew the person was gonna do something. He felt it, he’d say, like he’s some kinda psychic or something! It got to the point that we never knew what he was gonna do, and we were scared to even go out with him. Even more scared when he was out by himself. Because then he’d be out late, and my mom and I would be worried that he’d done something stupid and gotten hurt, or worse. And then, a few years ago, when he started talking about the agents and stuff, we should have known it had gotten worse, whatever it was. But I don’t think there’s any way we could have known he’d go that far.”
“What happened to him in Iraq?” Teagan asked, afraid she might be prying, but too curious not to ask.
“He won’t say. I asked him once, and he said he doesn’t like to talk about that stuff. I don’t know if he’s ever told anyone.”
Teagan was quiet for several minutes, sorting through all that had happened, when Jade asked her about herself. Teagan gave the condensed version, then when Jade asked her how she had met her dad, Teagan filled her in on everything, including how Ed had saved her.
“He shot down a helicopter?” Jade said, eyes wide and hurt. “Oh my God.”
“He thought they were coming for me,” Teagan said, “for my baby.”
“Why the hell would he think that?”
Teagan felt her face flush, “We stopped at a hotel after he picked me up, and when I slept, I had a nightmare about people in helicopters coming for my baby.”
Jade stared at her. She didn’t come out and say, “Oh, you’re crazy, too, just like my dad,” but her eyes managed for her.
“I feel terrible,” Teagan said, “He killed them for me. I told him it was a nightmare, and it was probably nothing, but he ... ”
“He probably would’ve done it, anyway. My dad would’ve found his own reason if you didn’t have one. You just gave a little shape to the nebulous conspiracy theories already spinning in his head.”
“Does he know that he’s not really an agent?” Teagan asked. “Does he know that you know he’s not one? What if he asks me if you told me anything?”
Jade thought for a moment. “Oh, he fully believes he is some kind of secret agent. As far as my mom and I are concerned, he thinks we think he’s crazy. Or that he was so deep undercover that we don’t know and now we don’t believe him. As far as you’re concerned, we never had this conversation. I don’t think he’d hurt me or you, but there’s no way to know for sure how far he’s messed up or how deep his paranoia runs.”
Teagan just stared at Jade, not sure what to say.
“I shouldn’t have said anything.” Jade said. “I don’t want it to be all weird between you two now.”
A knock at the door. “Come in,” Jade said.
It was Ken. “Your dad just went outside to get the SUV.”
“He did WHAT?!” Jade said, jumping from the bed and running into the living room. “He didn’t even say goodbye?”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 4 — Luca Harding
 
 
Oct. 17
Late afternoon
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
Luca stared at his reflection. He’d gone from an 8-year-old to a teenager in the span of minutes.
He was himself, but not like he remembered. 
He was now slightly taller than Paola, with a full head of hair that fell just past his shoulders. The face staring back at him was at least a good five years older, and looked remarkably like his father’s.
His clothes were torn, as if he’d grown right through them. Like the Incredible Hulk, except Luca wasn’t green or full of muscles. 
“It’s gonna be okay,” Will said, throwing a robe around Luca. “Come on; let’s find you some new clothes.”
He could feel all the frightened feelings sitting inside of the people. Even the leader man, Desmond, looked at Luca like he was scared in the places he didn’t like to talk about. It made Luca’s sad spiders start to crawl. 
He couldn't explain what had happened to his face, or his body, but he knew it wasn’t his fault, and hated to feel like the room was looking at him like was he part of the terrible scary. 
Especially Paola’s mom, Mary. 
She smiled at him because she knew he had helped her daughter, but Luca could see behind the smile, and her thinking didn’t trust him. 
She thinks I could hurt Paola if I wanted to and that maybe when I helped her it was only by accident. She wants me to stay away, but feels bad for feeling that way. Like when Daddy has work to do. 
Mary cradled Paola. “I was so, so worried. Thank God you’re safe.” 
Will and Luca went into one of the hotel rooms that had a bunch of suitcases laid out and open. “I’ll wait out here,” Will said, leaving Luca alone in the room. “You find some clothes that fit you, okay?”
Luca didn’t bother to ask whose clothes these were. People who had disappeared. Like his family.
He found a pair of blue jeans, a red T-shirt, and some underwear, socks, and sneakers that were a close enough match to his new size. As he got undressed, he saw hair in places he’d not had hair before. Though he was curious about his new body, he was also embarrassed, as if he were looking at someone else, so he got dressed quickly, so he didn’t have to see so much of himself.
He wanted to talk to Will alone, but when he came back out of the room, Will was already in the lobby. Luca joined the group, feeling more self-aware and shyer than normal. Though the people weren’t staring at him, he could feel them looking when he was turned away, like they were trying to figure out how he did what he did.
Everyone could tell Mary and Paola wanted to be alone, so Jimmy and Will went to the bar. John and Desmond went to guard their areas. Luca was left to wander the lobby, looking at his feet and keeping away from the mirrors. He wondered where Dog Vader was. Then he spotted the dog curled up near the front door, sleeping. Probably tired from all the adventuring and walking the past few days, Luca figured.
I sure could use a friend right now.
He thought about his best friends back home. Scott, Omar, and Billy. He’d been missing his parents so much, he’d hardly thought about his friends at all. He wondered if they were missing, too. Or if maybe they were looking for their parents, too. He hoped they were okay. Luca laughed when he thought of how Omar might react if he saw Luca now looking so much older. Omar was the oldest of the bunch, by six months, and he never let anyone forget it, often acting like he was way older, and therefore more experienced at things than the others. Sometimes the other kids would get in fights with Omar because of the way he was, but Luca never minded. Omar was just being Omar, and Omar was his friend, no matter what.
Luca stopped in front of a wooden shelf with lots of pockets, all stuffed with brochures, then began pulling them out one by one, starting at the top left corner and moving row by row, and skipping the duplicates, until he pulled the 23rd brochure from the bottom right. 
Luca took his pile of brochures, then sat in a chair to read the sad spiders away.
He read about the “bird’s eye view from the Gateway Arch,” the “thrills and spills at Six Flags St. Louis” and the “exciting dioramas on display” at the Lewis & Clark Boat House and Nature Center.
They all sounded like fun adventures, and the pictures looked nice, especially the roller coasters at Six Flags. But none of the 23 brochures helped the sad spiders go away. He still missed his mom and dad and Anna, and couldn’t keep from thinking about how he was making everyone afraid. 
I wish I knew if everyone was really thinking the stuff I think they’re thinking, but I can’t tell where my thoughts stop and theirs get started. Hearing their thoughts seems un-possible. Even if Will thinks it isn’t.
He was wondering if sad spiders filled the entire hotel when he heard Jimmy’s voice behind him. “Hey, little man, how you doing?” 
“I’m okay,” Luca said. 
“No, you aren’t,” Jimmy shook his head. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“I was only trying to help, but I think I might have made things worse.”
“Don’t be silly.” Jimmy threw himself into one of the oversized chairs next to Luca. “It’s just that we’re all getting used to seeing all sorts of strange shh ... stuff we’re not used to seeing. And you gotta admit, that was pretty weird back there.” Jimmy leaned toward Luca. “Any idea how that happened?”
Luca shook his head.
“Well, it’s not like it matters anyway,” Jimmy said. “Hey, wanna play a game?”
“Sure! What kind of games do you have? Does this place have a Wii?”
Jimmy laughed. “Ha, I wish! I’d love a PS3 and some Uncharted 2 right now, but I’d definitely settle for a Wii. Hell, I’d settle for a DS! I found a PSP, but the batteries went dead the first day. Least I thought it was the batteries, but all the other batteries I tried went dead, too. So I figure it had to be the PSP is busted. So, no video games. But I did find a deck of Uno cards; wanna play that?”
Luca loved Uno. “Yes, please!”  
“Be right back.” Jimmy said.
Jimmy returned two minutes later with the fattest deck of Uno cards Luca had ever seen. 
“Why are there so many?” Luca asked.
“I found four decks in the hotel. Guess Uno keeps the kids quiet. I put all the decks together and made a super deck. More fun that way.”
Luca agreed.
“Okay, now I haven’t played in a long time,” Jimmy said, “So, you promise to go easy on me?”
Luca laughed, “I promise.”
Jimmy laid out two piles of seven cards as he glanced around the lobby. Will, John, and Desmond were still up front, and Mary was sitting at the bar. Paola walked toward the card game. 
“Hi,” she said to Luca. “I’m Paola.”
“Nice to meet you,” Luca said. 
Paola shook Luca’s hand then sat in a chair across from him, next to Jimmy.
“Can I play?”  
“‘Course you can play,” Jimmy nodded, flicking seven cards into a third pile. 
“Why so many cards?” She pointed at the top-heavy deck.
“It’s my super deck. Way more fun.” 
Jimmy and Luca traded a smile.
The first game lasted just three and a half minutes. Paola had two Draw Fours, three Draw Twos and a Skip. No one stood a chance. 
“This isn’t a hand, it’s a foot!” Jimmy said, looking at his cards.
Paola laughed. “You’re right; the super deck is more fun.” 
She blew raspberries at Jimmy. He gathered the played cards, shuffled, slipped them into the super deck, then counted three fresh piles from the top. 
“How are you feeling?” Jimmy asked Paola. 
“Good,” she nodded. “A little weird.”
“You mean beyond going missing then comatose?” Jimmy smiled, then fanned his cards in front of his face with a satisfied nod. “You start,” he said to Paola.
She put a red 4 on top of the red 1. “I don’t remember anything that happened, even though I feel like I should. I know it was something important, and it’s like the memory is at the edge of my brain but I can’t quite touch it.”
“BAM!” Jimmy said, laying down a red Draw Two.
Luca drew two cards and said, “You don’t remember anything?”
Paola dropped a green Draw Two on top of Jimmy’s red one, then stuck her tongue out and turned to Luca. “No, not really. I sort of remember waking up the other night and walking toward the kitchen. But there’s nothing else until I woke up.”
“You were moaning like crazy in your sleep.” Jimmy drew two cards.
Luca played a green 6. “Do you remember me?” 
The color drained from Paola’s face, then returned a moment later in a deeper flush. She nodded. “I do,” she said. “We were swinging. But you were younger.”
Luca nodded. 
“You helped me, didn’t you?”
Luca nodded again. “I think so, but I don’t know how.”
Jimmy looked from Luca to Paola, shaking his head. “It’s like Inception in 4-D,” he said. 
“I think that’s why everyone’s scared of me,” Luca said.
“They’re not scared of you!” Paola said, surprised. She looked at Jimmy. “Are they?”
“Well, I don’t know that anyone’s gonna be Luca for Halloween, but yeah, you missed some crazy stuff. We got a real magic show from junior grandpa here.”
Luca wished everyone would just play and stop talking about what happened. 
“Yeah, when Boy Wonder walked in a half hour ago, he looked about the same age as the Wilson kid.”
“You mean the one with all the freckles?”
“I was gonna say the one whose face looks like it caught fire and someone tried to put it out with a fork, but yeah, same difference.”
“That’s mean, Jimmy.” Paola turned to Luca, then back to Jimmy. “The Wilson kid is 7.”
“I’m 8,” Luca said.
Paola shook her head and played her green 3. “That’s not possible. You’re taller than I am.”
“I’m telling you,” Jimmy said, throwing a green Skip on top of the pile, “a half hour ago he was a munchkin.”
“Uno!” Luca said, putting the red 3 on top of the green 1. “Can we talk about something else now?”
“Man, you can’t let it get to you,” Jimmy said. “We may not understand what happened, but whatever went down, you can obviously do cooler shit than any of us can. Seriously, I’d love to have someone make me five years older.”
“Jimmy! Don’t swear.”
“Call me Jim and I won’t,” he winked at Paola, then turned to Luca. “Anyway, embarrassing stuff happens to everyone. That’s where confidence comes from. It’s how you deal with it. And given the current world population, you might just have a chance at being the most confident kid in the world. Now,” he dropped a red Draw Two, “would you like to hear about a time I was embarrassed? I’ve got about a billion.”
Luca drew two cards and said, “Okay.”
Paola played a red Skip, Luca played a red 7. Jimmy started talking. 
“So this happened in eighth-grade math. I had to go to the bathroom reaaaaal bad. And it wasn’t just draining pipe; I actually had to drop the boys at the pool, which I NEVER do at school if I can help it. My teacher, Mr. Mellakar, was a real jerk, partly because I gave him attitude, but mostly because he was born that way. Sometimes, he gave me detention for breathing, but whatever; I figured if I really had to go, I really had to go. So, I raised my hand and asked, but he just shook his head and told me I could wait until lunch. But that wasn’t gonna fly because the turtle was already poking out of its shell.”
“Ewww!” Paola made a face, and Luca giggled. Everyone kept dropping cards and drawing new ones while Jimmy went on.
“So, he finished drawing a chalk cylinder on the board, then asked us to figure the area and when he went to his desk, I got up and quietly asked him again. I told him I had to release the hounds and that it wasn’t gonna wait until lunch.”
“Did you actually say you had to release the hounds?” Paola asked. 
Jimmy laughed. “No, I think I probably said Number Two. Anyways, he finally said okay, but he was sort of a jerk about it and told me I’d better hurry. Like I can control how long a shi … um, poop takes. So, I ran to the bathroom, but both stalls were taken. I had to do the crap dance for another five or six minutes, which felt like an hour. Finally, the stall opens, and I run inside. I sat down and bombed the oval office, but it was coming out so fast, it was like I was making batter. Took a whole roll of toilet paper to clean myself, too.”
“This is way, way too much information,” Paola said making an ill face. She put a green 9 on top of the red 1. 
Luca couldn’t stop giggling. He liked the way Jimmy talked, super-fast and excited. Dog Vader padded his way into the room and barked. Luca wasn’t sure if Vader liked, or didn’t like, the poop story.
Jimmy thought he played a yellow 6, but Paola said it was a 9, so he put down a green 7 instead. Luca put down a green 4. 
Jimmy continued. “So, I get back to class, but it’s like 20 minutes later. Soon as I walk in, Mr. Mellakar says, ‘So you’re FINALLY back!’ then asks me what took me so long. I mumbled that I had to go Number Two and he said, ‘I can’t hear you,’ then kept making me repeat it until everyone in class was laughing, including Amy Ensile, who I really, really wanted to ask to the end-of-the-year dance. But I couldn't even look her in the eye after that.”
“Why?” Paola said. “Everyone poops.” She played a blue 4.
“Yeah,” Jimmy said, “but not everyone gets laughed at in front of the entire class. I got called Lava Cake for the rest of that year and all summer. Only thing that saved me was high school, and doing some other stupid thing which earned me another nickname.” He put down a blue 2.
“What name was that?” Paola asked.
“Um, probably not a story for the kiddos.”
Luca put down a Draw Four, then said, “Uno!”
Paola grumbled from behind her smile, then drew four cards and gestured toward her mom, deep in discussion with Will, sitting at the bar. “What do you think they’re talking about?”  
Jimmy looked at Luca’s face and the single card waving just below his mouth. Jimmy’s hand hovered over the deck, then returned to his own cards, where he pulled another blue 2 and set it on top. 
“Not sure,” Jimmy said. “Probably how we’re going to get out of here, and where we’re gonna go next. You know, the stuff we don’t get to have an opinion about. What do you think?”
Paola studied her mom, then Will. “I think they’re talking about me. I think Will knows something, and I don’t think my mom wants to believe it.”
Luca played his final card and smiled. They couldn't see his sad spiders, and had no idea that Paola was kind of right. Luca knew what Will knew, that something bad was still gonna happen. Only difference was, Luca didn’t know what the bad thing would be. He suspected that Will did, though.  
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 5 — Mary Olson
 
 
Any plans they had on leaving the Drury Inn were nixed when the creatures began multiplying outside. On the advice of Will, the group decided to wait. For what, though, nobody knew. Will said they should wait until the next morning. When asked why, he couldn’t elaborate beyond a feeling. John insisted that things wouldn’t get any better and they ought to leave immediately, as planned. Desmond, however, said that since Will and Luca were driven by dreams to fly from California to there to save a girl they didn’t even know, Will was obviously tapped into something that none of the Warson Woods group understood.
John wasn’t happy about it, but since everyone else agreed, he kept his grumbling to a minimum ... so far.
Though the bleakers had let Will and Luca pass into the hotel unharmed, nobody was willing to take the chance that they’d allow them to leave with such ease. For one, the creatures sounded as if they’d grown angrier. Their shrieks grew louder, their clicking more incessant. And in some cases, when one of the group passed by a window or the front doors, the creatures hissed at them.
Since they weren’t going anywhere, Mary and the group decided to kill some time while getting to know their new guests.
 
Mary sat in the bar sipping a soda as she watched Paola playing cards with the boys, a smile on the girl’s face, almost as if she’d managed to temporarily shed the horror of the last few days. Laughter rolled in a circle, from Jimmy to Luca to Paola and back to Jimmy. It was impossible to tell her daughter had been at the edge of death a few hours before.
Paola hadn’t died. But something had happened. 
Paola didn’t remember much, though. She remembered her father calling her out of the hotel in her sleep. But the man wasn’t really her father. She thought she’d been dreaming, but also knew she wasn’t. Something visited her. Paola knew it. And Mary sensed it. Something had invaded her child’s soul. And while Luca had somehow saved her, Mary couldn’t be certain that whatever happened wouldn’t happen again. Or that the danger was gone. 
Once your child is threatened, especially by something so mysterious, Mary figured, you never really feel completely safe again.
Paola’s laughter rang through the room; beautiful music Mary had been longing to hear. She was happy to see her smiling, covering her mouth as Jimmy flaunted his loud personality. Jimmy was such a talker, but the last several days had worn on his voice. It was nice to see him stepping into his natural rhythm again. The group could certainly use the humor.
Mary wished she wasn’t so suspicious of Luca. But she felt hot, and the guilt was a parka wrapped around her. He had dropped from the heavens and rescued her daughter with barely a word. She should feel nothing but grateful. 
And she was, but grateful didn’t soothe the knowing inside her. The knowing that said something was horribly off about the boy. And not just the aging. Sure, that was weirder than Koontz, but she could almost accept that. Life didn’t come with free lunches, and perhaps the price of saving Paola was paid in age. It was amazing the boy had been willing to pay it. That should have been enough for Mary. 
But it wasn’t. 
Her instincts said something was wrong. Really wrong. 
“Mind if I sit?” Will said, taking a seat next to her.
“Of course not.” 
Will smiled then sat. “Long morning?”
“You could say that.” Mary couldn’t help but smile. Something was undeniably warm about the old man. Wild, but sweet. Her instincts said shelter. 
“Looking forward to leaving, I imagine,” Will said.
“Yeah, I don’t even care what happens. I just don’t want it to happen here.” 
“Where’s home for you?” 
“Here, Missouri. You?”
“Everywhere, anywhere where there’s interesting people. I never stay long enough to get bored, though.”
Mary changed the subject to the one she’d been wanting to ask about since he had arrived with Luca. “You said you had dreams about us. What happened in the dreams? How did you know to trust them?”
Will looked shy. “I can’t really say what happened. Long story short, whenever I tell people what happens in my dreams, it never turns out good. It’s best if I can just do what I can to try and help as much as possible.” 
“But you can tell me what you saw with Paola, what already happened, right?”
“I wish I could. But in her case, the details were vague. It’s not even a matter of me not wanting to tell you, I’m really unable beyond a feeling.”
“What was the feeling?” Mary asked, leaning so far on the edge of her seat, she might fall at the slightest jolt.
“There was something bad in her.” Will said, “Something that’s bigger than all this stuff going on. But I also knew that Luca could help her.”
Mary stared at Will, then over at Luca, not sure what to say.
“He’s a good kid, Mary. The best. He gave his soul a beating for Paola, and it left him with a temporary scar. You’re not sure how to feel about this, are you?”
Mary looked down, ashamed. “I don’t know why, but I feel like something’s wrong with the whole thing, and hate that I do.” She looked up, a tear sliding to her chin. “I know what he did for her, and for me, but something feels so ugly.”
“Look at it like this.” Will leaned forward. “Whatever happened between Luca and Paola helped her, right?”
Mary nodded. 
“So, if there was something terrible inside Paola and now there isn’t, that means Luca took it away. So where do you think the terrible thing went?”
Mary gasped. “Into him? That’s terrible.”
“I think that’s why you’re sensing something bad in him. But he’s gonna be fine. Trust me. He’ll process it. If he weren’t able to, we wouldn’t be here right now. He’ll be good as new in no time. Then you’ll see what I see, and I’ll get to hear you tell me I was right.” 
Will winked, and Mary smiled. 
“It’s all just so hard to believe,” Mary said. “I mean, how do you even know any of this? How did you know to trust your dreams and come here?”
“I don’t, but I tend to see things a lot of people don’t.” Will said, “Most people see things from their own limited viewpoint. And that makes it hard to accept things like what we’ve got going on here. But when you consider possibilities, the things we don’t know, and keep an open mind, weird things like this, oddly enough, are a bit easier to grasp. Are common dreams really harder to believe than any of this?” He waved his hands toward the parking lot and its lurking monstrosities.
“No. Not at all. Much easier, actually.” She sat quietly, then asked, “Any theories on the aging?”
Will scratched his head. “Sure, I got theories. Which one you want? I got the one you won’t like, the one you’ll like even less, and the one that probably won’t bother you at all, which also happens to be the one I’d say is most likely anyhow.”
“Let’s go with that one,” Mary smiled uncomfortably then shifted in her seat.
“You ever heard of rapid aging diseases in children?”
“Not really.” Mary shook her head. “I mean, I think I saw something on Oprah, but I’m going to sound like an idiot if I try to tell you what I know.”
“There’s a disorder called Progeria. It’s a genetic mutation, hereditary but just barely. Kids who get Progeria rarely live past their mid-teens or early 20s. And most of the minutes spent between birth and death are misery. The disorder’s rare, but indiscriminate, hitting both sexes and every ethnic group. There are other accelerated aging diseases, but what makes Progeria different is that while other diseases are caused by DNA damage in the body’s cells, Progeria is caused by a gene mutation. With me so far?”
Mary nodded.
“Kids with Progeria show symptoms around a year and a half to 2 years old. These are the kids you’ve seen on TV: hair loss, crinkly skin, brittle bones. Even their teeth are mangled, either barely there or missing entirely. Sound like our boy to you?”
Mary shook her head. “No, not at all.” 
“If Progeria is a gene mutation and the other disorders are DNA-related, and none fit with what’s happened to Luca, where would you guess the problem lies?”
Before Mary could answer, John was three feet away, clearing his throat. “It’s getting worse out there,” he said. “Desmond’s been watching the bleakers, and it’s looking bad. Their numbers are growing, and they seem to be moving faster and getting smarter. They’re opening unlocked car doors and climbing inside. Desmond’s getting worried about the cargo van, but still thinks we should wait until morning to leave. I’m not so sure.” 
He turned to Will. “I was thinking we could use the helicopter and shuttle out to the airport. You could fly us in turns. Maybe we could get a plane. What do you think?”
“Not gonna work. I don’t think we should split up.” Will said with a pleasant keeping-the-peace sort of smile.  “I think that when we’re ready to leave, we should all leave together. And besides, it’s not as easy as grabbing a plane and getting it in the air. You’ve no idea how hard it is to find the right one, fuel up, make sure everything is working. It isn’t like we have a ground crew. Took me a helluva lot of prep to get us here in the first place. Plus, we have a lot more weight to handle now. Of course, we can find plenty of transportation at the airport, guaranteed, but it might be smarter to stay on the ground, at least until we know where we’re going. Altogether, I’m not so sure the airport is the best idea. But,” Will shrugged, “if that’s where we elect to go, I’ll get us there safe.”
“You don’t seem too concerned,” John said, a hint of accusation in his voice which annoyed Mary, but seemed to bounce off Will. “You still operating on this hunch of yours?”
“For now, that’s all I’ve got,” Will said. “And as for my concern, well, no, I’m not, really. Don’t get me wrong.” he gestured outside. “There’s a nightmare waiting, but it’s not meandering around the parking lot of a Drury Inn, least not yet.”
John stared at Will, as if he weren’t sure whether he was dealing with idiocy or dementia. “What on Earth are you talking about?”
“Those things outside? They’re more scared of you than you are of them.”
“Bullshit,” John said.
Mary wondered how long Will would stay polite to John’s growing bitchiness.
Will shrugged again. “You see it from whatever angle you like. But those ‘bleakers,’ as you call them, are just children. They’ll grow up and get mean like most of us do, but right now, we need to let them be and get out of here precisely one second after it makes sense to do so. It’s not like they’re storming in here or organizing an effort to attack, right?”
“We’re in danger every minute we’re here, and it seems like common sense went the same place as the rest of the planet’s pulse.” John turned on a heel and headed back to his station by the front. Dog Vader barked from the other side of the bar. 
“See,” Will said with a wink to Mary, “even Dog Vader agrees.”
“Your dog’s name is Dog Vader?” Mary asked. 
“Luca’s dog, Luca’s name for him.”
“Ah,” she said, “So where were we? I think you were trying to bore me with talk about DNA and gene mutation, right before you told me that none of it mattered.”
Will laughed. “Right. Well, it doesn’t, really. But rapid aging exists in science, and I wanted to illustrate what science already knew, so I could paint an accurate picture of what it doesn’t. I don’t believe Luca’s age has a thing to do with his DNA, and I don’t think he’s suffered a mutation. I think it’s all up here.” Will tapped the side of his temple. 
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve heard the urban legend that if you die in your sleep, you’ll die in real life, right?”
“Yeah, I’ve heard that. But it’s not true. Right?”
“No, not true at all. But the legend makes sense since the mind is the mother of everything. If you believe something strongly enough, you can sometimes will it to happen. Like sometimes you won’t want to get sick before a big event or something, and sure enough, a day or two before it’s set to occur, you’ve got the sniffles. You willed yourself to sickness, even though it wasn’t intentional, and the last thing you wanted to do. You created the conditions to make it happen though, activated parts of your body, shut others down, and a bunch of stuff we don’t even know we’re doing. Now this doesn’t mean you can get money to rain from the sky like those quacks from The Secret would swear, but the brain is amazingly complex and powerful. And as advanced as science is, in many ways, brain research is still in the Dark Ages. And I hate to say it, but it looks like research just slowed by a century or so.”
“So, are you saying Luca just made himself older?”
“Ha, if you want to reduce my theory to a simplified sentence, sure. Our bodies are capable of so much we don’t even know. Unfortunately, we usually find out through accidental discovery like when people’s skin turns to bone and the rapid aging stuff. I’m just saying our bodies contain all sorts of buttons and features we haven’t even seen. Maybe whatever got inside your daughter and Luca hit a switch.” 
Desmond walked up, heavy breath and sweat on his brow. 
“Am I interrupting anything?” 
“No, just playing a round of ‘What The Hell Is Going On Here?’” Mary exchanged a smile with Will. “What’s up?”
“Well, the bleakers are definitely more ... confident, and it seems the later it gets, the more of them show up and the more energized they are.” Desmond gestured nervously toward the front door. “John’s edgy and wants to leave right now. I can see why; it’s getting grim out there. But I’m inclined to think we should stay. What about you, Will? What’s your gut tell you?”
“I’m still thinking morning. I won’t argue if everyone else votes to leave now, but I don’t think those gruesome uglies pose much of a threat.”
Desmond raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
“I think they will get dangerous, and soon, but I don’t think they’re there yet. And if their numbers are thinner and speed slower in the morning, as you all said they were, that seems like the ideal time to split. One more night in a comfortable bed won’t make much of a difference, and might end up being what keeps us all alive.”
“What makes you so sure?” Desmond asked. Mary noted that, as usual, curiosity, not confrontation, edged his question. 
“I never claimed certainty, but it’s what I feel inside.” He turned to Mary. “Mary knows what I mean.”
“Great, now there’s two of them.” Desmond raised his hands over his head in mock frustration. “I suggest we hunker down early and get as much sleep as possible tonight. We’ll head out as early as we can in the morning. Sound good?”
“Sounds great,” Mary said.
Will nodded. 
Desmond saluted, then turned and went back to John. 
“How many more interruptions you think we’ll have?” Mary asked.
“Twelve.” Will smiled.
“So, if Luca could make himself five years older, does that mean he can make himself five years younger, too?”
“I don’t think so. I mean, growing is a natural occurrence. His just sped it up. Growing backwards, though, not natural. I won’t say it’s impossible, but I think it highly unlikely.”
Mary sank into the weight of what Will was saying, then changed the subject, pointing toward the trio of Uno players. “Think they’re having fun?” 
“You ever seen anyone not having fun with a deck of Uno?”
Mary rolled her eyes. “Obviously, you don’t have children. Kids these days can look like they’re not having fun while playing PS3 on the floor of a candy factory.”
“Ah,” Will said. “The old too much and not enough syndrome.” 
“Yeah, that’s about right.” She was still studying the group. “They look so ... happy.” 
“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
“Of course,” Mary said. “Just seems ... unnatural. How can they laugh and smile with everything that’s going on?”
“That’s ridiculous, Mary, and you know it. Don’t try and tell me you haven’t found reason to laugh or smile or hope in the last few days, because I know full well you have. And I don’t have to be in your dreams to see it, or to watch you light up every time Desmond Do-Right over there opens his mouth.”
“Not true,” Mary said, barely hiding a smile. 
“Okay, whatever you say. But that’s the beauty of the human condition; we’re always able to see the spring on the other side of winter, so long as we’re willing to try.”
Will slid back in his chair. Mary sank into hers.
She allowed the old man’s warmth to blanket her. Maybe he was right about Luca; maybe she had nothing to fear. But a new knowing was inside her, one that was only now starting to surface; seeds germinating in the silences of all that Will wasn’t saying.
But a small part of her could hear it, and that part sensed how terrible it was. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 6 — Brent Foster
 
Oct. 16
2:14 p.m.
East Hampton Docks
East Hampton, New York
 
They spent nearly five hours getting to the docks, after first stopping at a clinic and bandaging Luis’ arm, then grabbing some medicine and first aid supplies for the road. They ran into a wall of stalled cars blocking passage to the bridge, so Brent had to get out of the BMW and move nearly a dozen cars. They all had keys dangling from ignitions, but the majority were either out of gas or dead as the world, and needed to be pushed aside. 
Fortunately, they’d not seen any other aliens along the way. 
Unfortunately, the fog had grown so thick and dark, their visibility was even worse on the coast than in the city. And the coast was just as much a ghost town, if not more, due to its lack of skyscrapers. While Brent half expected to find a bunch of people waiting at the docks for the ferry, or cars left by people who’d taken it across already, they found neither.
Instead, they saw a large, yellow cardboard sign with big black letters, reading:
 
FERRY WILL RESUME TOMORROW at 8 A.M.
 
“What the hell? I thought they were supposed to run until nighttime,” Luis said. “Now we’re gonna have to find somewhere to stay.”
They had no shortage of homes to choose from, and most were quite nice. They grabbed the duffel bags from the car and headed across a field toward a two-story house, which probably cost more than Brent would have made throughout his entire career.
“Anyone home?” Luis said, knocking on the front door. No answer, so he tried the doorknob. It was locked. But the front window wasn’t, so they slipped inside like burglars.
The house, while nice on the outside, was a letdown inside. The owners were an older couple, judging by the photos, and it looked like they hadn’t redecorated since the Clinton administration, maybe even the first Bush. The only new item in sight, standing bold amid the dated furniture and faded paint, was a large, flat-screen TV. 
“Mind if I stay in this one?” Luis asked, glancing out the window. They had a decent view of the docks from where they were, probably the best view on the block given the thickness of the fog.
“We can stay here,” Brent said.
“No,” Luis corrected him, “What I’m saying is do you mind if I stay here. You should find another house, preferably one I don’t know where you are.”
“What are you talking about?” Brent asked.
“That thing bit me. It’s only a matter of time before I turn, just like Joe did.”
“You don’t know that. That thing didn’t bite Joe, it ... I dunno, dug its fingers into Joe’s skull. It left marks. You didn’t have any marks on you, other than the bite.”
“I might now, though,” Luis said, holding up his bandaged forearm. “For all we know, it could be a whole mess of nasty under here. I’m thinking we should split up, just in case I go full zombie and shit.”
“No,” Brent said, “I’m not leaving you. Remember? We’re in this shit together. You said so yourself. Don’t fight me on it, either, or I’ll have to unleash my Fists of Journalistic Fury on you again.”
Brent smiled, waving his fists like an old time boxer from silent movies, and Luis broke into a laugh.
 
**
 
As the day surrendered to darkness, Brent and Luis sat in the living room tossing back warm beers as the sound of ocean waves and salty breeze washed through the Colonial-style front windows, which they left open. Brent had never been much of a beachfront guy, seemed like a lot of expense for not much return. But as the music of the lapping ocean waves relaxed him, he could see the appeal.
Brent sat in an ugly, but comfortable recliner, while Luis lounged on an even uglier, if it were possible, checkered, beige sofa. They didn’t want to risk using flashlights any more than necessary and potentially alerting any creatures that might be lurking outside along the coastline, so they ate and drank by the bright moonlight, which bathed the living room in blue.
The conversation had moved from why the Mets sucked, to whether the Jets had a shot this year, to what kinds of dads they had growing up. Luis had a strict Catholic father who died when he was young, so he was mostly raised by his mother, forced to be the man of the house and look out for his long-deceased younger brother, Ricky.
Brent cracked another beer and said, “My dad was a tough blue-collar guy who worked at a steel mill. He hated every fucking minute of it; I could tell, but he never let us know how much the job was busting his ass. I was too stupid to appreciate how hard he worked at the time. I was more concerned with having fun, buying shit we didn’t need, and stuff. We were in the suburbs, and I’d been hanging out with the preppy crowd.”
“No shit, you?” Luis said, laughing. 
“Yeah. I had these grand schemes that I’d be this famous writer; I’d make my first million by the time I was 22. I wasn’t gonna bust my ass for some job that would dry up when the company shipped all the jobs overseas. I wasn’t willing to be anyone’s schmuck. I’d make my own living, thank you very much.”
“So how did your dad feel about your career plans?”
“Actually, he didn’t want me to follow in his footsteps. He had a hard job because that’s all he could get at the time. He wanted me to have the opportunities he didn’t have. He wanted me to go to college and make something of myself. But when I was in high school, college was the last thing on my mind. I wanted to goof off and have fun, you know. In my junior year, I was on the verge of being held back. Then one day, I was waiting for my mom to pick me up from school. I was hanging out in the front of the school with these girls who were way out of my league. I was doing my best to impress them, and being pretty damned charming, if I do say so myself. Anyway, here I am, about to win over this girl I’d been lusting after for two years, when all of a sudden, my dad shows up.”
“So?” Luis asked, “That a bad thing?”
“Oh yeah. You see, my mom had the ‘good car.’ While my dad had this beater car, biggest piece of shit to ever roll off a factory floor. I was mortified. I couldn’t let these girls know I was poor and that my old man drove the Shitmobile 3000. And God forbid he got out of the car looking all dirty and shit. I would have died right there on the spot. Fortunately, he hadn’t seen me, because we were standing in this alcove near one of the doorways. The minute I saw him, I told the girls I had to go to the bathroom, then ran to the other end of the school, out the side doors, and started walking home on the road where I knew he would pass me.”
“Oh shit,” Luis said.
“Yeah, so I was walking for about 10 minutes when my dad pulled up beside me, and opened the door. I got in, and he asked me why I was walking. I told him some lie about how I didn’t think anyone was gonna pick me up because it had been late, so I figured I’d walk. He told me that my mom’s car was broken down and that he had to take time off work to come get me, which meant he’d have to make up the hours on the weekend. He wasn’t complaining, or anything, just telling it like it was. He seemed more concerned that I’d had to walk. He reminded me it was dangerous to be walking alone on the road. Man, I felt like such a shit heel. How the hell could I be embarrassed by my own dad like that? So, as we were driving home, I found myself watching him, seeing him for the first time like the real man he was — a guy who took care of his family and always did the right thing. And I started to see how insignificant I was, and how lazy, and I vowed right there not to waste any more time and to work as hard as I could to get ahead.”
“Wow,” Luis said. “That’s some heavy shit. So, was he proud of you when you got your first job?”
“Yeah. I got a job at this small paper in our hometown. A shit paper with 20,000 readers, maybe, and I was writing obits and cats-in-tree stories for the first year, but whenever I saw him, he’d comment on whatever story I wrote no matter how insignificant. He was connecting with me through stories I was writing about other people. It was weird and completely cool at the same time.”
“That’s awesome,” Luis said. “What did he think when you had a kid?”
“He died of lung cancer, even though he never touched a cigarette, a month before Ben was born,” Brent said, starting to tear up. “I know he was looking forward to having a grandchild more than anything, though. He kept going to the store, even when he was sick, and buying stuff for Ben. He bought him this, actually,” Brent said as he pulled the blue train out of his pocket and held it up so the moonlight captured the train’s big smile. “Stanley Train, Ben’s favorite toy ever.”
“What about your mom?” Luis asked.
“My mom got to see Ben. She loved him and doted on him like a good grandma does. But she died a year to the day my dad did; a stroke.”
“Jesus,” Luis said.
Brent stared at Stanley’s smiling face, and told himself he wasn’t going to cry even as he felt his chin quiver. 
“So, that’s why you worked so hard and never saw your family?” Luis asked, “To prove to yourself that you were the man your dad was? To be a good dad like him?”
“Ironic, eh?”
“No doubt,” Luis said.
They passed the next several minutes in silence until Brent fell asleep in his chair.
He woke in the darkness to the sound of a car outside.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 7 — Luis Torres
 
 
Oct. 16
5:40 a.m.
East Hampton, New York
 
Luis woke about five minutes before Brent, having heard the car stop across the street at the docks, where it had sat since, two spots from his own, with the lights on. Luis grabbed a chair and his shotgun, then sat in the darkness, watching and waiting.
Though he could only vaguely see the taillights through the dark and fog, the car looked like a Toyota. 
“What’s it doing?” Brent whispered, yawning as he took a seat next to Luis.
“Maybe waiting for the ferry, too.” Luis said.
“Another survivor? Well, shit, they ought to turn off the lights and not call so much attention to themselves!” Brent said.
“Maybe they haven’t seen the aliens or monsters, or whatever the hell those things are,” Luis said. 
“Think we should go out there?” Brent said. “Let ‘em know there’s at least two more people and tell them to turn out the lights?” 
“I dunno. Shit could go south real quick if we approach the car in the dark, even if they’re friendlies. We’ll wait. Besides, we don’t know if they’ve attracted any unwanted attention. So, we stay put until we need to move.”
“So, we use ‘em as alien bait?” Brent asked.
“Well, not intentionally, but it’s a good way to see if there are any out there before we go out.”
“We’ll step in to help if we need to, right?” Brent said.
“As long as I don’t see Red Sox bumper stickers on the car,” Luis said with a smirk. “Otherwise, they’re on their own.”
“What time is it?” Brent asked, yawning.
Luis glanced at his watch, and through a yawn said, “Five forty. Got another hour or so before the sun is up.”
“Mind if I take a shower?” Brent asked.
“Go ahead, but take your gun. You’ll hear me shooting if I need you.”
Brent paused before he started up the stairs, “How’s the arm?”
“Stings like a bitch,” Luis said. “I’ll check it out when I shower.”
“You’re not feeling weird or anything?”
“If you’re asking am I gonna turn into a zombie, I’m not getting a craving for brains or anything ... yet.”
Brent laughed, if a bit nervously, then went upstairs with a flashlight in one hand, his gun in the other.
Luis turned his attention back to the car, wondering if he should take a chance and head outside. He didn’t like having unknown variables in play. And not knowing who was in the car when they needed to get to the docks shortly was a pretty big variable as far as he was concerned.
“Why don’t you turn your damned lights off?” he whispered before getting up and heading toward the kitchen. He was famished and craving junk food, something he rarely allowed himself back before the world flushed its people. He found a box of granola bars in the pantry. Chocolate chip peanut butter. Close enough to junk, he supposed. He ripped the foil from the bar and took a bite. 
Wow, this is like the best granola bar ever!
He downed it in seconds, then gobbled another. He went to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water from the more than 20 that filled the bottom crisper bin. He wasn’t sure how long before the plumbing stopped working in a world without people to power the water plants, but figured they probably had enough bottled water to last a few hundred years. He never saw sense in paying for bottled water, but was glad enough people had been frivolous enough with their cash to create a demand that might supply survivors for a century.
Of course, he hoped it wouldn’t come to that, hoped Black Island would offer hope, to let them know this event, whatever it was, was localized. That the rest of the world was alive and kicking, thank you very much, and the prophetic dreams Luis had been having, along with the other 215ers, were just a weird ass coincidence. 
He also hoped his daughter and Brent’s family were still out there, too. And while he was feeling hopeful, he went ahead and hoped Joe’s bite wouldn’t turn him into one of those fucking creatures.
But Luis knew better than to get his hopes up.
He had a bad feeling. And as the hours ticked, the certainty something horrible was going to happen grew even stronger in his gut. He grabbed a third granola bar, then returned to his post at the window.
The car’s lights were off.
He put the granola bar down, picked up the shotgun, and scanned the distance between the house and parking lot. He saw nothing but darkness. Perhaps the driver had finally decided he or she didn’t need the lights on and would simply sit and wait for morning. Luis would sit, too, and wait for the sun to come up so he could get a better idea of what he was dealing with.
 
**
 
Brent came down, dressed in black sweat pants and a grey T-shirt, two or three sizes too large with a picture of a golf ball on the front, as big as a target. Luis laughed. “Damn, bro. That is hideous.”
“Wish I’d thought to pack some clothes,” Brent said. “Don’t worry, I saved all the cool clothes for you.”
“Can’t wait to see what passes for cool in this house,” Luis said, looking at his bloodied jeans and tee shirt. “But I’m good, I’ve got some clothes in one of the bags.”
“You fucker,” Brent said with a laugh. “You’ll be dressed like usual, while I’m wearing Oldy McOlderson’s tacky workout gear.”
“I don’t know,” Luis said with a grin. “I think you make it work.”
“Fuck you, sir. So, what’s happening with the car?”
“Lights went out while I was in the kitchen, but I haven’t seen anyone, so I’m thinking they’re just waiting until morning when the ferry rolls in. Once the sun’s out, we can check it out, if you want.”
“Alright,” Brent said, searching for something to eat in the kitchen. “Oh, man, you ate the last of the granola bars?”
“Sorry,” Luis said, laughing. “Didn’t see your name on ‘em.”
“That’s okay,” Brent said a minute later. “I found some Pop-Tarts. I haven’t had these in forever. Of course, it’s the damned unfrosted cherry ones.”
“And without power, we don’t have a toaster,” Luis reminded him.
“Oh well,” Brent said, returning to the window with a Pop-Tart and a bottle of water. “You gonna shower? I’ll stand guard down here.”
“Alright, if anyone gets out of the car, come get me. Don’t go out there, or answer the door if they come knocking.”
“Okay,” Brent said, sitting down.
“And keep your gun ready,” Luis said, as he headed up the stairs with his bag, flashlight, shotgun, and one of the first aid kits he’d grabbed earlier. 
 
**
 
The flashlight stood on the sink, its light bouncing off the mirror and ceiling of the bathroom giving Luis just enough light to bathe by. He stood under the shower, allowing the cold water to wash the blood and dirt from his body. Would’ve been better if the water were piping hot, but Luis didn’t care. After recent events, any water felt good. Cleansing. He leaned forward, allowing the pulsating jets to massage his shoulder blades. He glanced at his right arm. The bandages were soaked and sure to fall off soon if he didn’t do anything. 
He remembered how Joe’s face had changed after he’d been infected. The black veins and splotches on his skin right before he turned.
He continued staring at the bandage, wanting to change the dressing, but not wanting to see what laid beneath. If he was infected, he was as good as dead. He knew it like he knew the sun would rise. What he didn’t know, was how quickly the infection would spread. Would he even know it was happening? He remembered the look in Joe’s eyes — at first white, then all black, almost alien-like in the way they seemed to bore into Luis. Nothing was left of Joe in those eyes; it was all alien, monster, whatever the fuck the infection had put into him.
Luis leaned against the shower wall and began to claw at the bandage with an immediate need to see.
The wet bandage fell to the shower floor with a plop. Luis stared at his arm, not believing the dim light’s certain lie. He reached from the shower and grabbed the flashlight, and trained it on his arm.
The bite was gone, completely healed, though the burning and pain were still present. 
What the fuck?
He put the light under his chin, and began to rub his other hand along the wound. The skin was smooth, as if never broken. He brought his arm closer for a better look, when something moved beneath his skin.
“Fu …  ” he shouted, the light slipped, bounced around the shower floor with a loud echo, before coming to a stop. Luis grabbed it, focused the beam back on his arm, waiting for movement. 
Maybe I’m just seeing things.
Something moved again, and this time he was certain he’d seen it. And not just one thing moving, but several worm-like shapes, just beneath the surface of his skin. 
Luis stared in horror. Eyes wide, unable to look away.
Infected.
No, I’m not going out like that.
Luis yanked the shower curtain aside, threw the light into the sink where it rolled before pointing at the mirror, and grabbed the shotgun. He sank to the floor of the shower, water pouring over him, blinding him, as he wrapped his lips around the barrel of the shotgun.
He prayed that suicides didn’t go to hell, and he would see his wife and daughter again in the great beyond.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 8 — John Larson
 
Oct. 17
Early evening
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
The afternoon was long. Despite creeping danger outside and mounting evidence that they should leave, Desmond wouldn’t budge. A weird kid, a crazy old man, and the Olson Twins had made sure of that.
At least they had finally managed to fortify the hotel. Four entrances were there, but before they effectively blocked them all, the party was vulnerable. And leaving in the morning or not, that wasn’t going to fly, which is why he, Desmond, Mary, and Will spent the afternoon moving furniture and shoving it against the windows and doors.
Desmond even walked two blocks to where he’d seen an oversized 4 x 4, then brought it back and parked it flush against the rear door of the hotel farthest from them and therefore most susceptible to attack. 
That made John feel better, but not much. No, much didn’t come around until his third, maybe fourth, shot of scotch.
He would have been content to drink the day to memory, sleep off the stupidity of everyone around him, then wake in the morning and get the hell out and onto the road. But he preferred to drink alone, and no one would let him. Everyone kept dropping by the bar to check on him and make sure he was okay. First Will, then Mary and Desmond together, and now Jimmy, who wasn’t old enough to drink (though that didn’t stop him from getting high), so he just sat beside John on the barstool with a stupid grin, a glass of soda, and his endless reserve of verbal vomit.
“Come on,” Jimmy said, “Isn’t there any part of you that sees this as an adventure?”
John stared at Jimmy, poured himself another shot, then lifted it to his lips, tilted his head and drained it with a grimace.
“You don’t know me well enough to realize that ignoring me just makes me more eager to break down your defenses,” Jimmy said.
John stayed silent. 
Jimmy said, “It really, really sucks about Jenny. I’m sorry about that, believe me. But there’s nothing you can do to change it, and every minute you spend thinking about it now is a minute you’re not spending living the only life you have left.”
John poured himself another shot, then set the bottle on the bar and turned to Jimmy. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re a kid. You don’t know the first thing about love or loss or sacrifice, and you don’t know what it feels like to lose the one thing in your life that matters most.”
“Fuck you, man.” Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t mean any disrespect, but that’s bullshit.  You think I woke up with my family and friends gone without feeling a thing? No, I woke up just as scared as anyone, and I’ve stayed just as scared, but I’m not letting those feelings live my life, or stink up the air of everyone around me. We’re all in the same boat. You don’t have a monopoly on sorrow, dude. We’ve all lost people we love. And we’re all trying to survive and make the most of this.”
“Well,” John said, “looks like one of us is just more honest than the other.” He drained his shot and poured another. 
“Hope the end of the world heightened your tolerance to alcohol, because you’re on your way to the floor. Again.” Jimmy slid from the barstool, gave John a mock salute then sauntered off. 
Punk-ass kid was way too full of himself. Of course, he missed his family, but that wasn’t the same. You were born into your family, you didn’t choose them, and they didn’t choose you. Losing the one person who knew you inside out and upside down, the one who could soothe your wounds and make sure you’re loved, well that was something else. The loss had left John with a hunger that all the grain in the world had no hope of sating. 
He felt a hand on his shoulder. Desmond, again. Fuck. For a guy who acted like the role of leader bore the weight of a cross, he sure wore his duty with a smile. 
“Anything I can do for you, boss?” John said.
“No need for that,” Desmond said, then sat on Jimmy’s empty barstool and reached across the bar for an empty glass. He studied the row of bottles, then grabbed a short, stout flagon of Tres Campañeros and poured himself a shot. “Any chance there’s something I can do to help you, or even better, a chance you’ll let me?”
“Any chance you can turn back time, bring back the dead, or hell, recover your common sense long enough to stop listening to an old hippie and lead us out of this deathtrap?”
Desmond sighed. “We’re doing the right thing by waiting until tomorrow,” he said. “I know this is hard on you, and I know it’s hard to stop thinking about Jenny. I didn’t lose anyone, not like that at least, and I’m not so callous as to say everything will be fine. But I can offer the cliché ‘It’s better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all,’ because I believe it. Everyone in here is suffering, John. Jimmy lost his family, Paola lost her father, hell, Mary almost lost Paola. Your grief doesn’t run deeper than theirs, and you need to help us all out by letting your best self surface. You’re one of the nicest, most caring people I’ve met. Please,” he added, “we need you.” 
Desmond swallowed his shot. 
John’s body started to quiver. “It’s not that easy, and believe me, you don’t understand.” 
“Then help me understand. I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”
John suddenly shattered. Through cracked sobs he started spewing: “Jenny and I never fought. And I mean never. Twice in seven years. The fight we had the other night was only our third one, but it was the worst one of all.”
John wiped his eyes, caught his breath, then completely unraveled. 
“We never argue, never even raise our voices in anger. We talk about everything, so we never have any pent-up bullshit that sabotages most people. We’re lucky; most couples don’t manage to get what we had in a lifetime.” John started to choke, and for a moment, he felt like he was going to lose his liquor in chunks. 
He drew a deep breath then said, “But that night, everything went to hell.”
“What happened?” 
“It started small. Jenny had a God-awful day at work. Her boss was riding her ass all afternoon, her assistant didn’t show because morning sickness turned into all-day sickness, and Jenny dropped the ball on some big report she’d been working on for two weeks. She hated her job, and a lot of this was the same old shit, so it would’ve been fine, but she got a flat on the way home and that just amplified everything.”
John took a moment to breathe, then continued. “She called Auto Club, but it turns out that somehow, I’d let our membership lapse. She tried to call me, but my cell phone was off, so she ended up stuck in the rain for over an hour.”
John wiped his eyes.
“Soon as I walked through the door, she launched right in, yelling at me for the first time since she saw me answer my ex-girlfriend back on my Facebook wall two years ago, which was Fight Number Two, in case you’re keeping score. So, I asked her why she was so hysterical. She said I didn’t pay the Auto Club bill and that I obviously didn’t care about her safety. I told her that was ridiculous and she said not to call her ridiculous. I told her I wasn’t calling her ridiculous, but that saying I didn’t care about her safety was ridiculous. I asked her what happened, and she told me about the flat tire. So I asked her how long it had been since she took the car in for service. Definitely the wrong thing to say.”
The tears had stopped, and John found control of his voice. “Things went from bad to worse. For some stupid reason, I told her she was acting just like her mother, even called her Mrs. Rasmussen. She was standing behind the kitchen bar when I said it, and she threw a bottle of ketchup. It sailed behind me and skidded across the floor. It was plastic, so it didn’t break, and I laughed, but that just seemed to make her madder.”
John took another drink, then continued. “We spent the next two hours fighting, saying some horrible, horrible things. Things we’d never said before. She told me that I wasn’t a real man because I didn’t know how to do the things that real men knew how to do. And as the Man of the House, I should’ve looked after the car and made sure it was always serviced and the Auto Club dues paid.” John swallowed. “So, I told her maybe she ought to service her man a bit more often, but it didn’t really matter anyway, because she fucked like a corpse.”
“Ouch,” Desmond said, taking another shot for himself.
Though he was no longer crying, John felt utterly defeated. “And that was pretty much that. She left the room, and I made myself comfortable on the couch. When I woke the next morning, she was gone. So was everyone else.”
“I’m so sorry,” Desmond said. He remained still, waiting to see if John was through. 
“No, I’m sorry,” John said. “I shouldn’t be putting this on everyone else. I should have buried it already. You’ve been right from the beginning — I’m not serving anyone, including myself.”
“We understand,” Desmond said putting a hand on John’s shoulder. 
Though John would’ve shrugged off Desmond’s friendly touch just moments ago, now that they’d had this moment, John found Desmond comforting. He could see why Desmond had become the de facto leader of the group. 
“You’re grieving,” Desmond said, “and your circumstances are making mourning that much harder. Go to bed; sleep it off. You’ll feel like a new man in the morning, and if not, I’m here for you. Anytime.”
John smiled back. “Thanks, Desmond, for everything. I’ll pull myself together, I promise.”
They shook hands, then John turned and headed toward his room, both comforted and embarrassed that Desmond had seen him so vulnerable.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 9 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Oct. 18 
Evening
Somewhere in Alabama
 
Boricio opened the cellar door to the cool dark of a late Alabama evening. Free, at last.
Like Moe said, the compound had a farm and silo, and what looked like a communications building, and a large hangar. The cellar they’d been in was beneath a large, three-story home, smack in the middle of two others that looked just like it. And another building Moe hadn’t mentioned was there — long, shotgun style, beside the three houses. Additionally, a high brick wall neatly circled the compound. 
“This way.” Boricio motioned toward the steady roar of a generator rumbling from behind the house. Team Boricio followed. 
The escapees huddled in the shadows behind the house. Between night’s shadows and the loud hum from the generator, they were almost invisible. 
“What do we do now?” Adam whispered.
Boricio hadn’t a fucking clue, and that made him want to break teeth. Too many things he didn’t know; too many things could go wrong. 
“I’m thinking that house over there’s our best bet,” he said, pointing toward the one at the far end of the row, near the front gate, which was the only house with its windows lit. “I’m guessing that’s where the rabble sleeps,” he said, nodding toward the longer building. “That means whatever’s in these houses is mucho importanté. The lights are all on over yonder at 1313 Mockingbird Lane, so I’m guessing that’s where the king is probably holding court.”
“All the windows are barred.” That was either Manny or Jack whispering. Boricio couldn’t tell over the generator, and wouldn’t have cared anyway. 
“So we get close and wait,” Boricio said. “We’ll see something. And when we see something worth seeing, we’ll do what needs doing. We assume this place is a Rambo factory, you can be sure as a Friday night fuck in the ass, these shit heels’ll be shooting to kill. But that doesn’t mean you can go popping off and thinking you’re gonna see sunrise. Shoot when you know it’s right, maybe a second before. But never pull the trigger just to pull it, and always use your nose. And don’t think too much.”
“What do I do?” Manny asked. “Shoot ‘em with my dick?”
“I’m sure that’s a miniature fucking weapon,” Boricio laughed. “If you hadn’t been such a throbbing cock, I wouldn’t have had to put you on time out. Just stay out of the way and if you can get a gun from one of the guards, take it and use it … but not on me.”  
Boricio called clear, and they crept to the house at the end, then into another tangle of shadows until they hit the brick wall flush with hiding places in bushes that lined the inside of the wall.
“Stay here,” Boricio whispered. “I’m gonna check out a few things.”
“Wait!” Adam said.
Boricio turned.
“Take this.” Adam handed Boricio his Colt.
“Thanks, kid,” Boricio said, handing Adam the bat. He put the .45 in his pants, then dropped to the dirt and slithered along the wall so he could get a better look at the main house.
The house wasn’t ornate, but was far nicer then Boricio would have expected. Wood was new, the paint fresh, and the fixtures weren’t from the local hardware store. Iron bars secured the windows.
Boricio couldn’t see inside since most of the windows were dark or the curtains were drawn tight. But he had a perfect view of the front porch about 15 yards off, just behind a wall of underbrush. The three men talking on the steps put the odds of Boricio escaping via the main gate, which was closed and about 40 yards away, highly unlikely. 
Just past the three men, through the only open and lit window of the front of the house, Boricio saw the big-nippled bitch sitting down. It appeared as if she were furiously scribbling something at a desk.
Everywhere else was dark. 
The men on the porch would be easy to kill, but it was impossible to know how many more were inside, or how quickly they could sound the alarm. Might be better to say fuck it and slowly head for the exit. 
Boricio crawled back to the side of the house to get Team Boricio, but stopped short a few feet away. 
His men were standing, hands in the air, as one of the survivalist fucks pointed an assault rifle at them. 
Boricio stayed low and inched forward, shrouded behind the drapes of evening black. He could hear commotion coming from the rear of the house, faint but growing louder.
They found the bodies. 
Shit, meet fan.
A loud bark from the mouth behind the rifle: “Where’s the other one?”
Boricio inched forward, his footfalls disguised by the generator’s racket.
“We have no idea,” Charlie said. “He left us behind. He’s a no good son of a bitch, and we’re glad he’s gone.”
Good kid.
Boricio shot from the dark and into the survivalist fuck’s chest, pulling the rifle from his grip then shattering his jaw with its butt in a single fluid motion. Once the survivalist fuck started screaming, Boricio figured the pussy was already out of the bag, so he relieved the rifle of a few of its bullets, then tossed the .45 back to Adam. “Alright cowboy, let’s go kill us some injuns,” he said.
Adam handed his bat to Manny.
Just then the trio of survivalist fucks who’d been milling on the porch rounded the corner, guns drawn.
Boricio yelled, “Duck!” as the first gunman fired a shot. Adam didn’t need the warning. He was on the ground and firing at the soldier, though every one of his shots found nothing but air.  
Only thing keeping us alive is night. This place gets lit, and we’re deader than the fucking radio star. Need to get close. If we can’t smell the battle, we’re losing it. 
Boricio roared, then flew at the trio.
He knocked the rifle from the lead man’s hands, kicked it behind him, then spun to his backside. Boricio put the Colt to the top of the survivalist’s head and pulled the trigger.
One down. Two to go.
The two remaining survivalists had moved past Boricio, chasing down his men and emptying their guns into the dark, too scattered to realize they were one man down. Boricio pointed at the second survivalist fuck, about 10 feet away, and pulled the trigger. Like most hunters, Boricio’s night vision was second to none. The fucker fell 10 feet from his buddy in the dirt. Boricio took out the third man with two shots.
As his team raced forward, a shot rang out and Boricio saw Jack’s head burst like a melon. “Let’s go!” Boricio shouted at the three remaining members of Team Boricio. “NOW!”
Another two survivalist fucks rounded the corner from the rear of the house, and Boricio fired a pair of shots. One sank right into the first man’s forehead, and he went down. The other went into his buddy’s shoulder. Would’ve been cool as a $100 cream pie if Team Boricio could help him with the slack. But 10 bullets left three guns, and only two found their mark. Fortunately, one landed square in the injured guard’s face.
A spotlight lit the top of the first house, dressing a sniper in light. Boricio swiveled to the side as a hollow crack flew through the air, followed by a splatter of dirt beside him. 
“Follow me!” Boricio crouched and ran, behind the building and out of sight, but not out of the sniper’s range. Adam and Charlie followed close. Manny, too, but not close enough. Another hollow crack thundered in the air, and Manny fell to the ground. Adam grabbed his bat, and ran to Boricio, out of breath, sweaty and panicked, just like Charlie.
FUCK! We’re surrounded and about to get a bullet bukkake straight to the face. Least it looks like I still got the two best apples in the barrel, for what that’s worth. 
“Alright, listen up,” Boricio said as they ducked behind the brush against the wall. The spotlight swept overhead, then back, searching for them as men shouted at one another from the front yard. “Them assholes are dead because they were supposed to be. You’re supposed to stay alive. All three of us. Now we need to get from here to there.” Boricio pointed at the hangar about 50 yards away, in the back of the compound. “We can do it, but we have to keep going and can’t stop for nothing. Got it?”
They nodded.
“These fuckers are multiplying by the minute and if we’re not out of here yesterday, we’re gonna be the meat in the middle of a dead fucker sandwich. So just keep running. Night’s on our side. They’ll shine that light on you, but you zig and zag every time they do. Do NOT run in a straight line. Run like you’re the craziest Forest Gump mother fucker to ever put on a pair of Nikes. Don’t stop for nothing and wait for my lead.”
Another dozen footsteps slapped the dirt from the rear of the house. A few seconds, and they’d be surrounded. Boricio peeked out at the three survivalist fucks who must’ve lost all common sense when everything else in the world went adios since they had their guns drawn but were standing right out in the open, facing the front yard instead of the back.
“Cover my back!” Boricio yelled, then flew into the open, splitting five bullets between three survivalists and dropping them all.
Boricio was about to tell the boys to go, but something grabbed his attention like a punch to the balls.
A fluttering curtain parted from an open window on the second floor on the side of the house. And time froze for Boricio.
It felt like someone was pouring iced reality down Boricio’s throat then making him piss it right back out. 
That dumb bitch from New Orleans — the one from the world’s last night alive, the one whose body had disappeared and blood turned to bleach stains — she was staring at him from the window, with secrets in her eyes and a broken promise on her lips. 
She put her pointer finger to her mouth, shook her head, then closed the curtain.
Boricio gritted his teeth and snarled. It took everything inside him not to rush the house and figure out exactly what in the beer-battered bullshit was going on. 
“What are you waiting for Mr. Boricio?” Charlie asked. 
FUCK!
A second spotlight doused the black from the sky and more survivalist fucks were spilling from the front of the house. Shit was about to get ugly as a nun with a goiter.
Boricio looked up at the window again. He could see her silhouette, the same silhouette he’d stared at for months. The one he’d been saving for Christmas. 
Charlie again: “Should we go?”
FUCK! 
Boricio growled, “Just waiting for the perfect minute. Keep your guns down and ankles moving. I’m gonna need you on the other side.” He looked back, nodded and said, “NOW!”
They tore into the night, and sure enough, a trio of gunmen was waiting just around the corner of the rear of the house. Boricio charged at full speed, ending their lives as he passed. 
No one looked behind as their world exploded: whistling bullets, flying dirt, and shouted orders. They veered across empty space like the worst football team ever, somehow crossing the distance — zigging, zagging, and clinging to every molecule of available darkness. 
Bullets hit the hangar with a clang. Boricio opened the door, rushed inside, and closed the doors just as his team scrambled inside, leaving just enough light to see several cars and trucks.
“I’m gonna need you to shoot any fuckers who try and get in here,” Boricio said to the two kids. “I’ll look for keys and if I can’t find any, I’ll hot-wire. Either way, I’m gonna need a few minutes.”
Charlie and Adam nodded, then split, each one taking an opposite side of the hangar. Bullets smashed against the hangar’s corrugated metal walls, some bouncing off, some ripping through, as Boricio searched through four trucks and found exactly dick. He circled back to the first truck, and tore the large, plastic panels from the top and bottom of the steering column and pulled the wiring from inside. He looked up just in time to see a survivalist fuck appear from nowhere, grabbing Charlie in a headlock and putting a gun to his head. 
“Outta the truck!” the fucker yelled at Boricio.
Boricio didn’t even need his thinking cap. Adam slipped behind the toady and bashed the fucker’s skull in with the bat.
Team Boricio is getting better and better. 
“Great job, boys!” Boricio hollered through the open window of the truck, slapping his hand on the roof. “One more minute and we’ll be outta this bitch!”
Boricio dug his nail across the top of the wire’s coating until the metal was exposed, then twisted the ends together. The dashboard lights came on, and Boricio howled again. 
Charlie opened the hangar doors, as Adam fired shots outside. Boricio revved the engine and drove up to the doors. “Get in!” he yelled, and Charlie and Adam each jumped in on opposite sides. Boricio floored the gas, and the truck roared from the hangar. 
Several dozen survivalist fucks were lined up near the front gate, waiting with rifles aimed and empty shells flying from the side as bullets tore through the night. At least another two dozen soldiers were spread throughout the compound and the entire place was lit like gay Christmas.  
Boricio mowed through any survivalists stupid enough to stand in the way, keeping his head low as bullets kissed the metal in a symphony of deafening dings. Bullets that found the windshields hardly left a scratch.
“Woo-hoo!” Boricio hollered. “Nice of them fuckers to armor the truck for us, eh boys?” He turned to the back seat. Adam was quiet but smiling. Charlie’s grin took up half the back seat. 
Boricio spun the truck and aimed for the gate, which didn’t stand a chance when Boricio barreled through it going 40 MPH six seconds later. 
The truck flew up and over the small lip at the edge of the gate, caught air, then landed on the street, fishtailing a bit before Boricio got control of the wheel. Damn, it felt good to hit concrete. 
Boricio glanced in the rearview and saw another truck, surprisingly close behind. 
“Ha!” Boricio laughed. “That all them redneck fuckers got? You boys ain’t worried, are you?” He turned to the back seat. 
Adam looked behind him at the truck, then back up at Boricio and shook his head.
Charlie leaned forward. “Anyone know how to use this thing?” He had a grenade in the palm of his hand. “I lifted it from the soldier in the garage after Adam shot him.”
Boricio laughed then pounded the dashboard. 
“Holy shit, you little fucker! Look who just stepped up to claim MVP!” Boricio grinned at Charlie through the rearview. “Now I ain’t no expert, but I say you just lean out the window, pull the pin, release the spoon, then chuck that fucker behind you. Just make sure you throw it outside the window or we’re gonna be on the worst episode ever of Funniest Home Videos.”
Charlie nodded, then rolled down the window, grinning ear to ear. “Die, FUCKERS!” he yelled, pulling the pin and dropping the grenade onto the highway. 
For a moment, it seemed as if nothing would happen. The truck was too close, and it looked like Charlie dropped too early. But just as Boricio was starting to think he’d have to outdrive the fuckers, the grenade did its job, taking out the back of the gunmen’s truck, causing the truck’s headlights to swerve out of sight in the rearview.
“Woo-hoo!” Boricio yelled. “If Moses saw the look on your two faces, he would’ve had to add an extra commandment!”
They roared into the night, kings of the fucking road.  
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 10 — Brent Foster
 
 
Brent had eaten both Pop-Tarts in the foil wrapper and was still hungry. He returned to the kitchen, grabbed a Twinkie, then sank back into his chair.
He laughed at the cliché of eating a Twinkie at the end of the world. Truth was, he could think of far worse foods to be stuck with into an eternity. Like those cans of weird meat that looked like flesh from another planet. That would suck if that’s all there was left. He hoped more Twinkies than cans of meat were sitting on store shelves.
As he swallowed the last of the cake, Brent found himself wondering if Ben had ever tried one of the famous Hostess treats. He and Gina were strict about only giving him healthy food, except the occasional cookie. But even those were homemade oatmeal raisin, not some hydrogenated sugary wad of fat. The more Brent thought about it, the more certain he was that his 3-year-old had never tasted a Twinkie, which made him sad. Every child should have a Twinkie at least once.
Brent started thinking of all the other firsts his son would never have — first day of school, first love, first heartbreak, first job, the first time he realized what he wanted to do with his life, followed by a dozen or so changes of mind. Brent had tried not to dwell on his family. Tried not to imagine their dead eyes staring back at him from nowhere. Tried to imagine they were somewhere, anywhere, other than that rotting high-rise of death in Times Square.
Trying wasn’t succeeding, though.
He was no longer certain they were alive. A hell of an admission, even if only to himself. It was surrender, and a father wasn’t supposed to quit on his family.
He closed his eyes, tried to think of anything else, and saw Joe’s dead eyes looking at him just before he attacked. Luis was right. Joe had been infected by those creatures. How or why, he had no idea. It seemed like a parasitic infection, like an alien in a movie infecting someone before taking control of their body.
He wondered if Luis had taken the bandage off yet. The shower was still running upstairs. As if in response to his question, something thumped and rolled above him. Luis had dropped something in the shower — the flashlight, Brent figured, unless Luis showered with the shotgun. He waited for another sound, but only heard the hum and patter of the shower. He thought about checking on Luis, going to the door and asking if everything was okay, but something outside caught his attention.
A light on in the car.
Between the fog, and the frosted windows of the car, the light was mostly a blur, but it captured and held Brent’s attention. Shadows moved against the window, slow at first, then fast. 
Something was happening in the car. And then he heard the unmistakable shrieks and clicking of the monsters.
The hairs on the back of Brent’s neck stood on end. He gripped the pistol and searched the darkness.
Suddenly, the car’s taillights came on, and the car reversed, quickly, straight toward the house. The parking lot was nearly 70 yards away, but the car was in full speed. As the car drew closer, Brent saw two of creatures on top, riding the car from the roof as it barreled straight at the front windows.
“Luis!” Brent screamed, clearing the stairs two at a time, and pounding on the door. Before he could say a word, a loud crash shook the house as the car crashed, in reverse, straight into the living room.
Luis burst out of the door, naked, shotgun in hand, eyes wild and confused, like he’d been snapped from a daze.
“What the hell?” Luis said, pushing his way past Brent. One of the creatures was at the bottom of the stairs, stunned, getting to its feet.
Luis blew its head off in one shot, then kicked it out of the way as he ran naked into the living room, aiming at the second creature on the hood, which was still screeching at whoever was in the car.
“Fuck you!” Luis screamed, unleashing another shot, hitting it in the chest. The creature flew back, and out the hole in front of the house. Luis gave chase, firing into the darkness. 
Brent scanned the living room with his gun, making sure no other creatures were in the house, then turned to see a dark-haired woman passed out, face against the deployed air bag, and a young Asian girl, about 6, in the front seat. Her mouth was wide and face red, crying, “Mommy,” over and over while struggling to push the airbag from herself and her mother.
Luis came back inside, and looked inside the car. “She okay?” he said, running to the driver’s side, and opening the door. Brent opened the passenger side, and the girl screamed, backing up toward her mother as if Brent were going to harm her.
“It’s okay,” he said, “The monsters are gone.”
Luis, on the other side, felt for a pulse on the girl’s mother. 
“She’s alive,” he said, glancing up at Brent, before racing upstairs. He returned with the first aid kit, wearing a pair of black jeans, his body still wet.
The woman raised her head, then murmured something unintelligible through her groggy haze.
“You’re okay,” Luis said, rushing to the woman’s side. “You crashed into the house.”
“I’m s ... sorry,” she said, as her daughter clung to her. The woman embraced her daughter, though she was too weak to do anything other than lightly place her arm on the girl’s back. 
Luis helped the mother from the car, the little girl clinging to her the entire time, then ushered her to the love seat that had just missed getting hit by the car, instead of the couch, which was thoroughly destroyed. 
Luis approached Brent. “She’s got a small head wound, nothing too bad. I need you to clean it and put a bandage on, okay?”
Brent wondered why Luis would ask him, when Luis was closer. “I’m infected,” Luis said, sensing Brent’s confusion. 
Brent stared, trying to process the news, as Luis hopped in the woman’s car, drove it from the house, and parked it diagonally to block as much of the house’s gaping wound as he could.
Brent grabbed the first aid kit, and went to help the woman, but couldn’t stop thinking about what Luis had said.
 
**
 
“What are those things?” the woman asked, sipping from a water bottle, hands shaking.
The girl sat next to her mom, wiping tears from her eyes, traumatized.
“We don’t know,” Brent said, “I’m guessing aliens, but definitely can’t say for sure. We ran into a bunch of them in the city this morning. Where are you all coming from?”
“Jersey, near Clifton,” the woman said. 
They exchanged vanishing stories, though Brent and Luis left out the Times Square bodies and Joe getting infected parts, and definitely left out the part about maybe Luis now being infected, too. They wanted to comfort the mom and her child, not scare the hell out of them.
The woman, Jane, a 30-year-old stay-at-home mom, was woken at 3 in the morning by her 6-year-old, Emily, saying she’d had a bad dream that monsters came to take them away. The girl then asked, “Where’s daddy?” Jane found that her husband, Michael, was missing. So was their cat, Cinnamon. Jane tried to call her husband’s cell, but the power went out. She went door to door in the middle of the night, before realizing the entire block had also vanished.
They went back home, Emily crying the entire time, and turned on the battery-operated radio to see if an emergency broadcast message or something was broadcasting. But all they got was static until they picked up the message regarding Black Island. They waited for a while to see if Michael would come back. When he didn’t, they decided to take a chance and drive to the docks.
“I know they said not to drive at night, but I couldn’t wait any longer,” Jane said. “I had no idea there were these ... aliens out there. What do you think happened?”
Luis told her about the dreams he’d been having, not that it offered much explanation for reality.
Outside, the morning sun had risen on the horizon, though it was only a blur lost in the low-hanging fog.
“So, what do we do now?” Jane asked, hugging Emily.
“We wait for the ferry and hope no more of those aliens show up,” Luis said, staring out where the window had been, lost in thought.
“I want my daddy,” Emily cried, leaning against her mother.
Brent felt his heart break while staring at the small girl, so delicate and shaken. He wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay, that she’d see her dad again, and maybe even her cat, Cinnamon. But he’d never been a very convincing liar.
“I know, baby,” Jane said, kissing her daughter’s head, “I miss Daddy, too.”
Though the girl was 6, she wasn’t much taller than Ben. Brent thought about giving her the Stanley Train in the pocket of his sweat pants, but truth was, he didn’t want to let it go, even if it might bring joy to another child. Letting it go meant he might never be able to give it to Ben. Instead, he went to the kitchen, and brought them some Pop-Tarts. Jane thanked him and opened the package, handing one of the pastries to Emily.
“Thank you, Mr. Brent,” Emily said, reaching out for the Pop-Tart with her tiny hands and taking a tiny bite.
 
* *
 
As Jane and Emily sat on the couch, Brent and Luis were in the kitchen, packing the duffle bags with food and supplies. Brent noticed Luis wasn’t wearing a bandage. In fact, his arm looked as if it had never been bitten.
“Where’s the bite?” Brent asked, keeping his voice low enough that it didn’t travel to the living room. 
“Gone,” Luis said, continuing to pack, clearly not wanting to discuss the subject.
“Lemme see,” Brent said.
“Nothing to see,” Luis said. “The bite healed itself.”
“But you just said you were infected. It looks okay to me.”
“It’s not okay,” Luis said. He stopped packing and met Brent’s eyes. “There’s something in me.”
“What?”
“Look,” he said, holding up his right forearm.
And then Brent saw the shapes swimming beneath his skin.
“What the ... ?”
“I don’t know, but I’ve gotta get outta here. I can’t be around you all when I turn.”
“No,” Brent said, “I’m not leaving your side, especially when we’re so close to being rescued.”
“Listen dude, I appreciate it. Really, I do. But those two out there, they didn’t sign up for this shit. I can’t put you all at risk.”
“We’ll get you help from Black Island,” Brent said. “Maybe they know what those things are. Maybe they can cure you?”
“Yeah, and maybe they’ll lock me up to run experiments on me, too. I’m not gonna be some lab rat with doctors poking me and shit. I’m fine with dying. Hell, I didn’t expect to wake up on Oct. 16. So, I’m already living bonus time, extra lives, and all that shit. I’m just gonna go off and see how things happen, far away from where I can do anyone harm.”
“Wait a second,” Brent said. “What if what you said is true? What if they do run experiments on you and stuff? Maybe they can find a cure. Maybe you can help others who are infected? I don’t wanna sound all new-agey, especially when I don’t believe that shit, but what if you were infected for a reason. Maybe that’s why you’re still here, to be cured, to help others get cured?”
Luis stared at him, silent for a full minute.
“I hate when you make sense,” Luis said. “Okay, I’ll stay, and get on that ferry, but you’ve gotta promise that if I show the slightest sign of changing, you will shoot me in the head.”
“Jesus, that’s some promise.”
“Just promise.”
“Okay,” Brent said, “I promise.”
“Don’t say it unless you mean it.”
“Okay, I promise, if you turn into a zombie-alien, I’ll shoot you in the head.”
“Thank you,” Luis said.
In the living room, Jane called out, “I hear the ferry!”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 11 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Ed descended the stairs, pistol in each hand, trying to clear Jade from his mind. 
He couldn’t afford to think about her being mad at him or take time to ease whatever fears she was harboring. He had to act quickly and without emotional baggage weighing him down.
It was bad enough he’d taken on the girl, Teagan. Now he had to worry about his daughter — his flesh and blood, which meant all his decisions were compromised. He couldn’t think logically. Jade, and Teagan, would inform his decisions. In short, he could no longer trust his instincts if he gave emotion free reign. He must be a machine, divorced from feelings that could impede necessary action.
He pushed through the double doors on the ground floor and headed to the SUV. Across the parking lot, in front of one of the other three apartment buildings that formed a square around the giant parking lot, stood four creatures. They were long and black, with shiny skin. He couldn’t tell if they were aliens or the results of a government lab experiment gone awry. But even at a distance, he was certain of one thing — they were predators. He would have just seconds to act once they saw him.
He was 15 yards from the SUV when two of the creatures broke from the pack and began loping toward him, running on both hands and feet. Fast.
He sprinted towards the SUV, heart hammering in his chest. He reached the driver’s door, yanked it open, and keyed the ignition. As he threw the truck in reverse, the windshield filled with a creature and its dark, soulless eyes, clawed hands, and jagged teeth. 
“What the fuck are you?” Ed yelled as the creature jumped onto his hood, bashing its hands into the windshield and causing it to crack. The second hit spread a web across the window, which quickly collapsed and rained chunks into the cabin. 
Left hand on the wheel, Ed raised his pistol, fired twice — once at the thing’s chest, another at its face. Both shots met their target, and the creature fell and Ed ran it over. Just then, the SUV was rocked as something landed on the roof. Above him, the creature screamed something unlike any animal Ed had ever heard. The sound reached into the recesses of Ed’s brain and turned his insides to frost as the creature scraped its talons on the roof, trying to either hang on ... or claw its way into the truck. 
Ed spun the wheel and floored the gas pedal, racing back and towards the other two creatures. The truck hit at least one. Ed stepped on the brakes, causing the SUV to screech to a stop. The creature on the roof flew backwards and tumbled to the ground. Ed jumped from the SUV, turned back and fired a shot at the head of the creature he’d hit but not killed. Its head popped into a mist of black goo. He turned and fired at the monster that had been riding his roof.
Both shots went flying by as the creature bounded toward him, closing in fast. He steadied his aim with the second pistol as death raced toward him. Twenty yards, 15, 10, and getting closer. 
Every instinct said run, get back in the car, drive. But his battle-tested training overrode his natural instincts. As the creature sprung into the air toward Ed, arms outstretched, he found the inner calm he needed to hit his target directly in the face, causing it to explode in a mad gush of black gore.
Ed fell to the ground, ducking out of the way, as the creature sailed over him and onto the asphalt behind.
As Ed stood, he spun around, searching for the last of the missing beasties. It wasn’t behind the truck, nor inside, as he approached with guns drawn. His heart was pounding, and his breathing was fast as he turned in full circle, scanning the parking lot.
Nothing. It was gone. 
Except he knew it wasn’t truly gone.
No, it was hiding.
He glanced down at the dead creatures on the ground, trying to figure out what they were. But nothing in his personal history gave a clue as to what he was looking at. It might have once been human, or started out as human, or was maybe a hybrid mix of human and something else. Something alien. While the creatures shared many similarities with one another, subtle differences were noticeable. One had clawed hands, while another had no fingers, just stumps. And though the clawed one was tall and lanky, the other was shorter, sturdier. Their skin was black as night, coated with something wet. Beneath the skin, Ed could see what seemed to be fading light, like a freaky translucent deep sea creature he’d once seen on TV.
Ed hopped into the SUV, then drove to the front doors of Jade’s apartment complex. He parked horizontally, so the driver’s side door and cargo door were as close to the front of the building as possible, then scanned his surroundings once more before leaving the relative safety of the SUV and entering the apartment building. 
 
**
 
When he returned to Apartment 410, Jade ran to greet him, embracing him hard. Tears covered her face. “I thought you were dead!”
Ed realized the three of them had been watching from the window, and had seen the whole battle unfold. 
“I’m okay,” Ed said into Jade’s ear.
Having his daughter in his arms felt so good. After years of frosty silence, hugging her was somewhat awkward, like he wasn’t hugging his little girl, but rather a woman he barely knew any longer, a woman with a new perfumed scent. Yet, somewhere deep inside the hug, was that bond that could never be broken between parent and child. And it was there he found himself getting lost in the memories of his prior life as a father. Before his life as an agent had spiraled out of control.
He wanted to hold her forever, but couldn’t allow himself to get tangled in emotion. A part of him would have collapsed into tears, begged for forgiveness from his baby girl, if they had the time and luxury of a safe world where they could repair past damages. But this was not that time. And with the introduction of monsters into this new world disorder, he was afraid their wounds could go forever unhealed. 
Now was the time for strength, not healing.
He kissed his daughter on the head, then broke the embrace.
“We’ve got to get out of here. Find a safe place.”
“What were those things?” Teagan’s eyes were wide with fear.
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it. As crazy as it sounds, my guess would be aliens of some sort.”
“Do you think that’s what’s behind all the people vanishing? Aliens came and took everyone?” Ken asked.
“Could be,” Ed said. “This is the first we’ve run into them all the way from Ohio, so I’m hoping they’re just here. Either way, we need to get out of here right now and find somewhere safer. Pack whatever you need. I’ve got the truck ready to go downstairs.”
“Where are we gonna go?” Teagan asked, hands on her pregnant belly. “Is anywhere safe? We’ve got government agents in helicopters, hillbillies with guns, and now aliens! Where are we supposed to go?”
“I’ve got a place in Florida all set up,” Ed said. “It’s solar powered, has a well for fresh water, and a safe room to protect us in case the shit hits the fan. Well, if any more shit hits the proverbial fan.”
“You were prepared for this?” Ken asked, with a huge grin.
“Not this; just prepared,” Ed said. Both Jade and Teagan were looking at him suspiciously.
“What kinda job did you have?”
Ed wasn’t sure if the kid knew and was just fucking with him or if Jade really had kept quiet. 
“You didn’t tell him?” Ed asked, turning to Jade.
“Your name didn’t come up much,” she said, a look in her eyes he didn’t want to see.
“The less you know, the better, Ken,” he said. “Let’s just say it was my job to be prepared for any eventuality. And I was good at my job.”
Ken smiled nervously before breaking eye contact. Ed didn’t think the kid was sleeping with his daughter. He seemed effeminate and looked like he’d fold like a lawn chair at the first sign of opposition. Not the kind of guy he’d want dating his Jade. But then again, girls tended to go out with exactly the kind of guys most likely to disappoint their absent fathers. And being an absent father, there wasn’t a whole damned lot you could do about it.
As Ed watched Ken scramble to fill a grocery bag with items, he felt like someone was watching him. He turned to see Jade and Teagan both staring. Unlike Ken, Jade kept eye contact.
“I’ll be right back,” Ken said, “I need to get something from next door.”
The way Ken said the word something and exchanged glances with Jade, Ed figured it was some kind of drug. Hopefully it was only weed and not meth, cocaine, or any of the really dangerous shit. Otherwise, he’d have to play Strict Dad, a role he never felt comfortable in, especially given how little he was present in Jade’s life. However, that didn’t mean he would stand idly by if he thought she was endangering herself. Being a parent meant sometimes you had to be the Bad Guy — a role Ed was all too familiar with.
“So, this place of yours in Florida,” Jade began, “How long have you had it? How do you know it’s still there?”
Ed, confused by the line of questioning. “It’s still there. Trust me.”
Suddenly, a scream came from the next apartment. Ken, followed by an unholy shriek and clicking, then the crash of furniture and someone hitting the wall.
Well, there’s the missing alien.
Ed grabbed his guns, raced into the hall and into the next apartment. Ken was on the ground balled up and screaming as the creature stood over him, swiping down. Fortunately, it was one of the aliens with stumps instead of clawed hands. 
Ed raised his pistols, surprise on his side, and went for the shot. Something hammered Ed in the back, knocking the wind out of his lungs and sending him sprawling forward into a circular dining room table. He landed on top, and went tumbling over it, taking the table with him, as his head slammed into a chair and the gun in his right hand bounced away.
To his right, the first creature, atop Ken, turned, eyes dialing in on a motionless Ed, who was lying on his back, the back of his head splitting in pain.
The alien who had hit him from behind — and Ed was almost positive it was an alien now — stood fully and opened its mouth wide, releasing a shrill screech and clicking sound which bore deep into Ed’s skull. The one that had attacked him from behind, which did have claws, joined in the clicking. As both creatures approached, Ed fought to maintain consciousness, vision blurring at the edges as pain threatened to shut him down.
Must fight it ... Pain is an illusion. It’s how you respond to it that matters ... Push it down, drive it down deep.
He fought the pain, raising his left arm at the clawed creature, trying to aim for its head. But his vision was too blurred. He felt like he was looking through sheer wet cloth. He closed his eyes, then opened them again, as the creature screamed louder and lifted its arms. 
Gunshots thundered through the apartment as the first creature, to his right, fell to the ground. In his blurred vision, Ed made out Ken, standing, holding the gun Ed had dropped. Ken turned to fire at the second creature as Ed unloaded his clip.
“Die, you fucker!” Ken screamed as he fired shot after shot until the creature dropped. The gun went empty, but Ken’s arm kept shaking as his finger kept squeezing the trigger.
“You got ‘em,” Ed said, standing. “Thank you.”
He reached out and took the gun from Ken, who was in shock and crying. 
“It’s okay,” Ed said. “They’re gone.”
That’s when Ed saw Ken’s shoulder, bloodied beneath his shirt. “Are you hurt badly?”
“It bit me,” Ken said, his voice shaking, “It fucking bit me! It was gonna eat me.”
“You’re safe now,” Ed said, “Come on, let’s get back to the girls and get the hell out of here.”
Ed retrieved fresh clips from his back pockets and loaded them into the guns. He would need more ammo soon, especially if they were going to run into more aliens.
When they returned to 410, Jade and Teagan were terrified, “Oh my God, what happened?” Jade said, running to Ken.
“He got bit,” Ed said, “We need to get out of here. Now.”
“Are you okay?” Jade asked them both.
“Yeah,” Ed said, “Ken really saved my ass back there.” May as well throw in a good word for the kid, Ed thought. Maybe Ken wasn’t as weak as he seemed. Ed wasn’t sure if the kid were gay, but if he wasn’t, he just proved himself worthy of Jade’s attention. “We need to leave right now, though. God only knows how many more of those things are lurking outside.”
Ed went to the window to see if any more aliens were in the parking lot.
That’s when he saw them. Not monsters, but two black vans in the parking lot that hadn't been there before.
The window in front of him shattered and something stung him in the chest. He glanced down to see he’d been hit with some sort of dart. Jade, Teagan, and even Ken screamed as a second dart crashed through the window. Ed turned to see them looking at him, horror in their eyes.
Then he fell.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 12 — John Larson
 
 
After he got good and drunk and spilled his secrets to Desmond, a guy he didn’t even particularly like, John slinked off to his hotel room. What alcohol didn’t help, he hoped sleep would.
 
He was snoring in seconds, and stayed that way until he shot straight up in bed, wide awake and ravenously hungry. The room was dark, save for a soft white glow coming through his frosted window.
John swung his feet to the carpet and rubbed his eyes. 
What time is it? 
Hard to tell since the world was quiet and a working clock wasn’t in the room.
The air felt liquid, like a dream. Or maybe he was still heavily intoxicated. 
He was drawn to the window. The parking lot and trees looked beautiful in the moon’s luminescence, reminding him of an illustration from a childhood book his mother used to read him. He couldn’t remember the name of the book, but he remembered the picture, a house underneath a smiling moon. And the sky was a beautiful shade of dark violet he’d never seen in nature ... until now. He remembered staring at the picture as a child and thinking how cozy the house looked, how safe, cool, and inviting. Countless times, he wished he could have jumped into the pages of the book.
 And that’s just how the world outside the hotel now looked. Safe, cool, and inviting.
The bleakers were lined up, standing in a wide arc. The one at the front was motioning for him to come outside. The creature’s movement was so slow John felt as if he were watching time lapse photography.
What’s the harm, it’s not like the creatures can hurt me in a dream. 
He opened his window and jumped, landing three feet from the head bleaker. It took a step back, as did the bleakers behind it, parting as though John were a king walking a red carpet. Their eyes, so big and black seemed not scary as they had before, but rather curious.
“John!” called Jenny’s voice in the distance. 
Jenny?! 
His heart sped up as he searched the night for her.
He stepped past the head bleaker and the rest crowded the empty space behind him, as though sending him off and wishing him well. 
“John!” Same voice, more urgent. 
He crossed the edge of the parking lot, jogged across the street, then broke into a full run on the other side, heading into the nearby woods. Though he knew he was dreaming, a large part of him didn’t care. He might never see her again in the waking world. But, if he could see her in his dreams, that would at least be something. The worst thing he could imagine would be to forget her completely. The sound of her voice, the look in her eyes when she looked at him, the way her nose crinkled when she smiled. 
“John!”
He saw Jenny, standing beside a slender tree, wearing the matte silver dress he loved, the one that made her look like an Ann Taylor princess. 
He approached his wife, tears filling his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he said. 
Jenny was silent. 
“Please, please, please forgive me,” he said. “I never meant to hurt you.” 
Her lips didn’t move.
Her silence pained him. Though John knew it was a dream, cold indifference was a coffin of discomfort. 
“Please,” he begged, “Answer me.”
John reached out to touch her face, but recoiled in terror as it started to shift, starting with her eyes, which went hollow. Her face reshaped itself into a breathing image of agony. His wife was gone, and in her place was the burned hide of a corpse. Its cracked skin was crimson and black, its eyes ebony and large and almost circular in shape, like a snake’s. The bones beneath the thin flesh of its face rolled like ocean waves beneath the surface as it tried the faces of people from John’s neighborhood, starting with Mary, and then Paola, Desmond, and Jimmy, moving on to everyone from the Franklin kid to the old man who spent his evenings calling out for his dog, Miley. 
John took a step back, confused. How did it know how to make all those faces? It was as if the monster was running through John’s mental Rolodex.
The beast’s face softened, then relaxed into the familiar creamy cheeks with a rosy glow John had loved since the second he first saw her.
Perhaps, John thought, all that darkness was simply his feeling about their fight manifesting in some monstrous shape.
Jenny smiled at him.
She was back.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“It’s okay,” she said in that familiar voice that greeted him every morning, holding her arms open. “Everything will be okay.”
John’s heart melted and broke all at the same time. Happy that she’d found the heart to forgive him, but then sad in the realization that this was surely just a dream. And when he woke, the world would continue to decay without her.
“You don’t have to go back,” she said.
“What?”
“You can wake up now. And be with me.”
“What do you mean?” John asked. “If I wake up, I’ll be back in the hotel.”
“No,” Jenny said, “That is the dream. This is a dream. But in reality, I’m at home, in bed, waiting for you to wake up. Right now.”
John’s head was pounding in confusion, trying to make sense of what she was saying. It didn’t seem right. Everything that had happened the past few days, that was reality... he thought. But the more he considered events, the less sense that world made. A world where everyone vanished, where bodies floated down rivers, and monsters attacked you. A world where a little boy comes and saves the day but ages in the process. Maybe that was the dream world.
“How do I wake up?” he asked.
“Just let me in.”
“What?”
“Just open your mind. Open your heart, and let me in.”
“How do I do that?” he asked, now crying and more confused than ever. His head felt like it was in a vice, being squeezed tighter and tighter. He was so afraid to make the wrong choice and risk losing her forever.
“That headache you’re feeling right now... that’s your dream self trying to stay in the dream.” Jenny said. “Don’t let your fear keep you from waking. Reality is waiting. You just need to let go. Come to me, John.”
She held her arms open.
Tears streamed down his face. But they weren’t just tears of love or joy at being reunited with Jenny. Something else was there which he couldn’t quite place.
“Just let go,” she whispered as he fell into her embrace and kissed his cheek.
She brought her lips to his, then reached her hands up his back, and found the back of his head. Her fingers swept through his hair in that way he loved, swirling and massaging, and then ... tightening. 
What the ... ?
Her fingers began to dig into his skull, feeling like several bits drilling through his flesh and bone. He tried to scream, but couldn’t. Nor could he move.
And that’s when he recognized the true source of his tears — the realization that he was about to die.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 13 — Mary Olson
 
 
Oct. 18
Dawn
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
Mary woke feeling happy.
She couldn’t wait to smell the fresh air of the open road. She was sick of the hotel and sick of the waiting. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand John’s urgency; she wanted to leave every bit as much as he did. But she wasn’t willing to put her daughter in danger or leave before everyone was ready. And she trusted Desmond’s judgment completely, Will’s, too, even though she met him just the day before.
The last few days had been long, but the sun was breaking, and in an hour they would be on the road to whatever was next. Desmond had stayed up all night on guard and finalizing plans with Will. Desmond had to be exhausted, but he kept going like he thrived on exhaustion.
“I was just thinking of you,” she said as Desmond approached.
“Have you seen John?” he asked, minus his characteristic smile.
Mary shook her head. “No, why?”
“Because I can’t find him anywhere, and he was in bad shape last night. I’m trying not to worry, but I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t.”
“I imagine you’ve checked his room?”
“Yeah, I went through all the rooms on the first floor, but didn’t see a thing. Mind helping? I don’t want to tell the others because I don’t want anyone to worry.”
“Of course, what can I do?”
“I’m hoping he crashed in one of the upper rooms, trying to get as far away from the rest of us as possible. I’ll start on the top floor if you start on the second. We can meet in the middle. Sound good?”
Mary nodded. Desmond handed her a gun. 
“Do you know how to use this?”
“I think so,” she said. 
“Good,” Desmond said, “Just shoot or scream, and I’ll come running.”
She took the stairs to the second floor, stepped off, then started opening doors. The first three rooms were empty, but Mary opened the door of the fourth and saw John lying motionless in bed. 
Her heart nearly stopped when she saw him. 
He was face down, motionless, his bare feet caked with dirt, as were the ankles of his jeans. 
“John,” she said tentatively. For a sick moment, she was certain he was dead.
Then John rolled over, sat up, and opened his eyes. 
They stared at one another for 10 full seconds of silence, and Mary felt a vacuum of recognition as if he had no idea who she was. Goosebumps prickled her skin. 
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“Never been better.” he smiled, all teeth. “Today’s the first day of the rest of my life.” 
 



“LIKE DOMINOES IN A ROW”
 



Chapter 1 — JOHN
 
 
John saw from behind a thick stew of growing fascination and utter disgust. 
Who are these foul, repugnant creatures, and why are they so ... unstable? 
Their minds were all so disparate, yet each seemed to ignore their true selves so they could fade into the background of collective humanity. Empty echoes of obsolete originals, mocking distinction by granting themselves individual names, and walking through life as if they had free will; like they were snowflakes rather than seeds.
It stared at Mary, one of the humans and the mother of the girl Paola, whose mind and body had been too immature to occupy. The exploration was entertaining, but she wasn’t a suitable host: too soft where it mattered. Of course, the human called John was also soft mentally, still swimming in the primordial ooze of self-discovery. 
It didn’t concern itself with such self exploration. Not when so much was out there to ingest, absorb, and assimilate. It found its purpose, and first suitable shell. This shell was good enough, with access to everything It needed to grow: the dark light of the planet’s spreading disease, and the collective memory from her most repellent species. 
It would be John, at least until its strength expanded enough to make titles pointless.
John rubbed its temples. The shell’s memories were occasionally painful. It was different with the girl; she hadn’t been carrying nearly as many, and the ones she had, were wrapped in a sort of delicate innocence. The shell’s memories were different. Even the best of them bled with a darker edge, as though the simple act of living had marred all purity and sewed misery into even the most joyous memories. And while the girl’s feelings were sweet, they were too sweet. Sickly sweet. John preferred the dusk of depression. The shell’s emotions were murky and though it pretended to be strong, it was weak. Weaker than the child had been. That weakness coupled with a desire to cling to his own darkness is what made it so easy for It to summon John out of the hotel and to infiltrate. 
“John, it’s time to go.”
It was the woman, Mary, still standing in the doorway after waking him. She was eager to leave, and was hurrying everyone along, even though it had been she who caused them all to stay behind in the first place, at least according to the sharp memory in the shell’s bank. But that was the thing about these human’s memories: constant prejudice made them impossible to trust.  
The rat dog snarled. 
Growl … Growl … Growl …
John looked at the filthy, four-legged rat with two narrowed slits of brewing hate, then turned his attention to the woman. 
“You sure everything’s okay?” she repeated. 
“Yes,” John nodded. “I’m ready to go, too. It’s been a long few days.”
He got out of bed and followed Mary downstairs and into the lobby where all the others were standing around. John sorted through the memories he’d collected from both John and Paola, so he could relate to each of the humans in an appropriate manner.
The dangerous one, Desmond, was speaking with the man-child, Jimmy. Both wore the loathsome look of concern, making them look even more like the weak, pathetic creatures they were. They were discussing him, or at least the shell that was once the man John, their conversation a miserable blend of worry and disquiet. John wished his shell wasn’t so limited. It could not hear thoughts, nor could it even hear the wide spectrum of sounds that It could normally hear in its native form. John wondered how humans had gotten as far as they had with such limitations.
The dangerous one nodded, slapped the man-child on the shoulder, then headed toward the lobby doors. The man-child headed toward John. 
John’s shell was suddenly hot. Scorching. It looked at the shell’s limbs but they weren’t burning, weren’t even red, even though they felt like they were on fire. It wondered if this was a normal condition humans all shared or if it was some sort of limitation to inhabiting their shells. Whatever the case, John was not pleased with yet another limitation. But It would have to continue inhabiting this shell, or another, if it were going to fulfill its destiny.
“Sorry about last night,” the man-child said to John. “I was out of line.”
John filed through a sliding bank of the shell’s possible responses. 
Fuck you, and the horse you rode in on. 
You’re just a kid; you don’t know anything.
It’s fine, Jimmy. Let’s just get going. You were only trying to help. 
Thanks, Jimmy. Everyone needs me. Thanks a lot for helping me see that.  
Though John was all but evicted from his mind, It could still access how John would respond to stimulus. It was intrigued that John would have probably throttled his instincts, choosing what he should say, rather than what he wanted to.
How weak, pathetic, and temporary. Thoughts built from bent willow could barely stand against a breathing wind. This species deserved its departure.
“Thanks, Jimmy. Everyone needs me. Thanks a lot for helping me see that.” 
John smiled, keeping his nature buried, though he could tell that the man-child felt a bristle at the base of his neck. 
“Thanks for saying that, man. Really. I appreciate it,” Jimmy said with a nervous grin. “You know I’ve nothing but respect; I just want us all to get along. And it kills me to see you throwing down shots like you were last night. Reminds me of my Uncle Micky, and believe me, you start drinking like Uncle Micky, nothing ends well.”
John stared at the man-boy, transfixed. He should have been filing through verbal records so he could fill the air with blather, but he had wandered down an unexpected memory. 
The shell is just a boy. His father is drinking. His eyes are red and hair a mess. The woman beside him, the shell’s mother, is holding her nose. 
The atmosphere is lead. The sorrow thick. Air sour. 
“Hey Jimmy,” Desmond said, approaching from behind. “I need you on the second floor while we start moving out. Eyes out the window, okay.”
Growl … BarkBarkBarkBark ... Growl ... The dog was barking. 
The dog could see that John was not himself. Fortunately, the people didn’t understand the dog’s warnings.
“Thanks, Jimmy.” Desmond turned to John. “Everything okay?”
Get the fuck out of my face, Desmond. 
Sure thing, boss. Just taking a minute to mourn, if that’s okay with you. 
I’m great, thanks. 
Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t it be?
“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Well, you had a pretty rough night last night, and you seem ... I don’t know, off this morning. I’m sure it’s a massive migraine on an empty stomach, but I’ve not seen you eat anything. Like I said last night, I just want to help. You think of a way I can do that, let me know, and it’s half-done already, okay?”
What’s your endgame, boss? What’s in it for YOU?
You could pay more attention to getting us out of here than you do to Mother Mary.
Thanks, Desmond. I’m good.
I appreciate your concern and will work harder to be one of the team from now on.
“I appreciate your concern and will work harder to be one of the team from now on.” 
The dangerous one took a step back, wrestling his expression. 
Being a human required more than words and motions. John had yet to absorb the subtleties. What he was trying to say wasn’t getting the reactions he expected.
“How about we get you something to eat? An empty stomach can’t be helping.” Desmond said.
Is that why I’m burning? Because the shell is famished? How useless — a mind dependent on a bottomless shell for survival.  
The dangerous one disappeared, then returned a few minutes later with a banana, crackers, and a bottle of water. “Here you go,” he said, handing them to John. “Sorry about the banana. Nothing we can do about fruit getting old, except maybe get out of here and start growing our own.” He smiled awkwardly. “Alright, be ready to leave in 10 minutes, okay?”
You can kiss my ass in 10 minutes. 
Thanks for the banana. I’ll never be hungry again. 
Sounds good.
Thanks for everything, I feel much better now. Ready to go when you are. 
“Sounds good.”
The man-boy ran into the lobby. “You guys are gonna want to see this,” he said. He turned, ran back toward the stairs, then sprinted a flight to the window on the other side of the second floor door. The dangerous one, the old man, the mother and daughter, the boy-child and the dog all followed, with John close behind.
Why am I burning. It shouldn't be this HOT. 
“Christ on a cross,” the dangerous one said. “When did this happen?”
“I’ve no idea,” the man-child shook his head. “They’ve more than quadrupled in the past half hour.”
Everyone stared as what the humans had called “bleakers” had packed the parking lot hundreds strong.
John smiled. His legion was growing stronger by the second. 
They know; that’s why they’re coming. To help usher in the change.
But he wasn’t ready, not yet. 
The dog: Growl … BarkBarkBarkBark ... Growl ... 
Furious shrieks were followed by a low growl of uncurling hatred.
Will said, “Looks like Lord Vader doesn’t like them bleakers at all!”
But the rat wasn’t looking out the window, its snarl was curled at John; teeth bared, saliva pouring from the open side.
“Luca,” Will said, “would you mind taking the dog downstairs so we can figure out what to do?”
“Okay,” the boy buried his fingers in the dog’s coat and led it toward the stairs. The daughter followed. 
“So, what do you think?” The old man, the one who sometimes saw things, was looking at the dangerous one as though he was the only one in the room. The shell’s disdain for Desmond tainted Its perception of Desmond, also. An unsettling realization for John, that the human’s feelings could affect Its perceptions. How limiting, to be so easily swayed by perceptions. Maybe I can use that to my advantage in dealing with these creatures.
The dangerous one shook his head. “I don’t know. Seems like it’s too risky to leave now. But if they’re growing that fast and have us in their sights, maybe it’s a bigger risk to stay.” Desmond looked out the window again, then tilted his neck and peered as far as he could in the other direction. “Christ, I can’t even see where they end.”
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
John could still hear the dog barking a floor below. He wondered why the dog had not just attacked him the moment it noticed the ruse. Do dogs also throttle their desires?
The room rained with flames only John could feel. His head was in pain and he felt like the contents of his stomach might spill out at any moment.
The man-boy spoke. “It’s not just me. You guys all feel that, right? Like something really, really bad’s about to happen.”
Mary turned to the old man. “Still think the bleakers aren’t much of a threat?”
The old man shook his head. “My theory just expired.” 
“What changed?” The dangerous one’s mouth was open, but the man-boy made the words first.
“I don’t have a foggy,” Will answered. “But something definitely has. Their power is growing, and so are their numbers. We all feel it. What I don’t like is the tone.”
Perhaps the humans aren’t as deaf to such things as they seemed.
“The tone?” Desmond said.
“Yeah,” the old man nodded, “the tone. It’s different. I always felt like they were waiting, but now I feel like they know what they’re waiting for. Like they were lost. But now they’re found.”
“Amazing grace,” Desmond said with a sigh.
“Will’s right,” Mary said. “I feel it, too.”
The dangerous one looked helpless. He turned to John. 
“What do you think?”
Thanks for giving a shit about my opinion when there’s no right answer. 
It never mattered before. Why bother to ask now?
I think we should stay a little longer and see what happens. Please excuse me; I need to use the restroom.
You know best. We should probably stay, but if you think we should go, I’m right there behind you. 
“I think we should stay a little longer and see what happens. Please excuse me; I need to use the restroom.”
Everyone stared at John, mouths open as he turned and headed for his room. 
John went into the room, closed the door, then into the bathroom where he plugged the tub and filled it with water. 
He peeled the clothes from the shell then stepped into the bath, letting water flood the shell’s face as John went underwater.
Finally. 
The water was cool against its skin. The shell was over-heating. John was over-taxing its available memory. The water soothed John, cooled the body several degrees, clearing his mind long enough to let him see his next move with clarity. John sat up in the tub.
It would stay, and foster its growing strength as long as possible. After all, they were coming for him, and if It lingered long enough, It would have the planet to command.
Cancers were born from a single putrid cell, but soon enough, they seeped into every crevice of the system. John smiled. It would be fun, doing what It had been born to do. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 2 — Teagan McLachlan
 
 
Oct. 17
Morning
Winding, Georgia
 
Teagan screamed as Ed fell to the ground, clutching at the darts still loosely dangling from his flesh.
“What the hell?” Jade screamed.
Ed moaned, trying to crawl toward the group.
Another dart flew through the window and hit the wall. Ken shouted, “Get down!” 
He dropped to the floor, crawled to Ed, who was now motionless, and felt for a pulse. “He’s alive,” Ken said, clutching a rag over the bloody wound on his left shoulder where he’d been bit.
Jade ran hunched to the table where Ed had set his pistols, then took one for herself and slid the other to Ken.
“You know how to use one of these?” Jade asked Teagan, who shook her head. Jade crawled to her father, pulled the darts from his chest, then threw them to the ground.
“I shot two of those alien-looking things, not bad for a beginner.” Ken said in a loud whisper as he crawled beside Jade and tried to peer outside without getting shot through the window.
“Who’s shooting at us?” Teagan asked, hands over her suddenly kicking baby.
“Well, not the aliens,” Ken said.
Teagan thought of the dream — the men in the helicopter coming for her baby. Maybe this was them. Her heart raced as she mentally scoured the room for a hiding place. But the room was too small with nowhere to hide. 
“Come out with your hands up,” a loudspeaker’s voice blurted outside.
Ken, Jade, and Teagan exchanged confused glances. 
“This has to be because of my dad,” Jade said to the others. “Who’s out there?!” she shouted out the window.
A firm voice: “We won’t ask again. Come out now, hands in the air. Or we will move in with force.”
Ken strained to peer out the window then ducked back down, “Men in black uniforms, black vans. They look official.”
Jade and Teagan exchanged glances then looked down at Ed, still out cold.
“This has to be men looking for him,” Jade said “Let’s just do what they say.”
“What if they’re not the good guys?” Teagan asked, scared.
Jade crawled to Teagan, put her hands on her shoulders, then looked her in the eyes. “Look, I know you had that dream and stuff, but these men are only here to take my dad in. They’re not looking for your baby.”
“How do you know that?” Teagan asked, unable to cease her quivering mouth or the tears stinging her cheeks.
“Because that’s what makes the most sense,” Jade said. “And in my world, the things that make the most sense are usually the answer. Not wild conspiracy theories and secret agents. We’ve got a fugitive in here. They’ve come to get him. And given the hell outside, I’d rather go with them, answer a few questions, and maybe be safe, than end up getting eaten by monsters.”
“What do you mean fugitive?” Ken asked. “Your dad’s a fugitive?”
“Not now, Ken.” Jade said annoyed, then turned back to Teagan. “There’s no one coming to get your baby. It doesn’t make any sense and my dad should never have let you believe that.”
“But we don’t know,” Teagan said, feeling whiney, but not caring. This was her baby they were talking about. They’d get no do-overs if they made the wrong choice.
“Even if they have come for your baby, or all of us for that matter, there’s nothing we can do. We have two guns, and I’m a shit shot. If they want to get to us, they will, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them. So we’ve got to run with logic over fear.”
Teagan cried out, and Jade hugged her.
“They’re not coming for you, I swear.”
“On the count of 10,” the loudspeaker voice called before initiating countdown.
“We’re coming!” Jade yelled, annoyed, putting her gun on the ground. Ken did the same.
“Wait,” Teagan said, “Maybe we should keep a gun in case we run into more of those things in the hallway.”
“Good point,” Ken said, picking up a pistol and slipping it into the waistband at the small of his back.
Jade knelt, kissed Ed on the cheek, then whispered something Teagan couldn’t hear. Teagan looked back at the man who may, or may not have, saved her life twice. For all that had happened, she didn’t want to see him come to any harm. She felt a connection to him, however tenuous, that she wasn’t ready to see severed.
They stepped into the hallway. Jade shined a flashlight as they entered the stairwell and started their descent. At the ground floor, Ken paused before opening the door to the lobby, pulled the gun from his waistband, and put it in the corner of the stairwell. “Don’t wanna get shot,” he said.
They pushed through the door with their arms raised and were met by two men in white space-age looking Hazmat suits, complete with enclosed helmets and breathing tanks. With them was a third man, in a black outfit, like a SWAT team would wear. He wore something on his face that looked like a gas mask and had his rifle aimed right at them.
“How many more are with you?” he said, voice muffled by the mask.
“Just my dad,” Jade said, “You guys shot him with darts, and he’s passed out upstairs.”
One of the two Hazmat-suited men shined a light on the three of them, then trained it on Ken’s injury. “What happened to you?”
“I was bit,” Ken said, “By one of those alien-looking things.”
“We’ve got an infected,” one of the Hazmat men said into a microphone. Suddenly, two more SWAT team men ran in with rifles aimed at Ken, Jade, and Teagan. 
One of them yelled, “Outside, now!”
Teagan felt hands on her, pushing as they were rushed out into the parking lot, three guns at the back of their heads. 
“Please, don’t shoot us,” she cried.
“Shut up,” one of the SWAT men said, “Keep moving.”
Outside, they were met by two other SWAT men in masks along with a woman in a Hazmat suit.
“What’s going on?” Jade asked.
“No questions,” one of the SWAT men said. He walked up to Ken, “How long ago were you bit?”
“About 10 minutes ago,” Ken said. “Why?”
“Were any of the rest of you bitten?” the woman in the Hazmat suit asked, waving some sort of light wand over them.
“No,” Jade said, “just Ken. What’s going on? What are those things?”
“How about the man upstairs? Was he bit?” one of the SWAT men asked.
“I don’t think so, was he Ken?” Jade asked.
“No, just me,” Ken said. “What’s going on? What did you all mean infected? Am I infected?”
“Get these two in the van,” one of the SWAT men said to the woman.
“Yes, Sergeant,” she said, and turned to Teagan and Jade, “I need you to come with me, please.”
“Wait a second,” Jade said. “What are you gonna do with Ken? With my dad?”
“Please,” the woman said, her voice kind, but firm, “just come with me. We can’t stay here long.”
“What’s going on?” Ken said, pushing past one of the SWAT team and trying to join Jade and Teagan. “You’re not taking them anywhere.”
“On your knees!” one of the SWAT team yelled at Ken, rifle aimed.
Ken’s eyes were wide, face panicked, as he stepped back, “Please, just tell me what’s going on! Where are you taking them?”
“On your knees!” the same SWAT man yelled out.
“Fuck you!” Ken spit out.
The man fired the rifle once, straight into Ken’s head, and he dropped like a rag doll.
Teagan and Jade screamed as the woman pushed them toward the open doors of the waiting van. To see Ken shot right in front of them like that was nothing short of surreal. That they would kill someone so easily meant that now anything was possible. Including government soldiers who kidnap you for your baby.
“Fuckers!” Jade cried, trying to break free, and run to Ken.
Another SWAT man swung a nightstick into the small of Jade’s back, and she fell to the ground in a heap. Teagan’s head was spinning in indecision. She wanted to help Jade, but hands were on her, pushing her, and she couldn’t risk the baby. Everything was happening so fast.
Jade struggled to get up, and the SWAT man hit her again, this time in the ribs, and she screamed. Teagan was being pulled farther away, toward the open back of a separate black van. The world spun as Teagan’s feet threatened to betray her and cause her to stumble to the ground; she reached out for support, someone to hold.
She fell into the woman in the Hazmat suit, looked up at the woman’s face, cold, sterile behind the glass dome. 
“Please, don’t hurt my baby,” she said, before passing out.
 
 * * * *
 



Chapter 3 — Boricio Wolfe
 
 
Oct. 19 
3:15 a.m.
Somewhere in Alabama
 
“So, either of you scrawny fuckers get your dicks wet yet?”
Boricio tore down the darkened dead highway in the armored truck, trying not to notice the nothing seeping in from everywhere while doing his best to keep himself entertained. Entertaining himself wasn’t easy with two passengers who had yet to unzip their flies and give life a decent pounding. 
Silence from the back seat. 
“What, no stories? Don’t tell me I’m trying to make an almighty pyramid of tip-top fuckers with two bitches at the bottom. I don’t give a fat fuck with fairy wings if you went dipping your fingers into Mayonnaise Mary every other Monday, or the best you ever had was emptying your pecker into your sister’s dirty panties; I want a story. Now,” he said, turning to the boys in the back, “who wants to go first?”
Before either could answer, Boricio said. “Never mind. Fuck you both. I’ll go first. You two think of your stories, then conjure ways to make ‘em not suck while I tell mine.” 
Boricio turned his eyes back to the road and began telling his tale. 
“I was 13, and no, I ain’t embarrassed to admit it took me that long before I was moving out of Palmdale.” Boricio cackled and slapped the wheel. “I was at my cousin Charlie’s for a kegger. And yeah,” Boricio caught Charlie’s eyes in the rearview, “his name was Charlie, too, except he wasn’t no faggot. He liked pussy, and loved to talk about it. He was my mom’s oldest brother’s kid, a real asshole and about as sharp as a fucking marble, but he hated my old man and looked out for me, which was plenty more than just about anyone else did or wanted to do at that point in my life. So, I was with him one weekend, like I was a few times a year, and he was having one of his Big Gulp-sized soirees at the apartment. It was packed with people. To this day I don’t know what they were smoking in there; I was only allowed a little because Chuck said it was expensive. But one hit was all I needed to Fuck. Me. Up. BAM! I was out like unpaid electric.”
Boricio turned to the backseat. “Y’all listening back there? I’m dishing some primetime entertainment; it’d be nice to see ya’ on the edges of your seats.”
Adam and Charlie laughed, then they both slid forward in their seats. 
“Much better!” Boricio slapped the empty passenger seat. “So, I woke up who knows how in the fuck much longer later, with a mountain of empty cups all around me and a bag of hammers pounding in my head, and the speakers Chuck ripped off from City of Strings blaring full blast and making it worse. They were playing … ah, what’s that song, what’s that song ... ” Boricio snapped his fingers then looked to the back seat. “Ah, like you’d fucking know. This was way before your mamas were trying to decide whether they should swallow you or take you in their honeypot.” He slammed his hand on the steering wheel. “Groove Is in the Heart!” he said. 
He turned to the back seat. “You ever hear that one?”
Both boys shook their heads. 
“Well, believe you me,” Boricio said, “it’s a ripe fucking oldie. Anyway,” he went on, “the inside of my head was practically bleeding, and for some reason I didn’t have no shirt on. Whatever I smoked had fucked up my vision because I couldn't see shit in front of me. I stumbled into the bathroom and puked up everything I had in me. Soon as I was empty, I stumbled back into the bedroom and fell asleep. When I woke up, it felt like just a few minutes later, and I could hear the sound of my zipper coming down. I tried to look up, but couldn't because my head was swimming. Before I knew it, some bitch’s mouth was all on me. I don’t know how many times I’d put mayo on my own knuckle sandwich before that, but there it was, shit happening to me in 3-D.  I had an angle on my dangle in no time. I took off her shirt and started kissing her like I saw people do in the movies. She tasted like ash or asshole, but I didn’t care — I was about to FUCK.”
“So, what happened?” Charlie was practically in the front seat, eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas. Adam’s mouth was open and eyes wide. 
“Well, she went down and put my entire meatsicle in her mouth. I couldn't believe that shit neither; figured I’d wake up any second with my sheets all wet, but sure enough, she just kept on painting the fence, while I lay on the bed squealing like a piglet. Finally she said, ‘You wanna cum inside me?’ I said, ‘Hell yeah!’, then she sat on me. But that was that; I was barely inside before the baby batter was leaking back out.”
“That was it?” Adam said.
“Yeah … except the round of applause. Turned out, Chuck and all his fucking ape friends were in the room watching, maybe 10 of them, and I never even noticed.”
Charlie and Adam started laughing. 
“Did I tell you it was some fuckin’ story, or what? Okay, Adam, your turn.” Boricio turned to Adam. “When’s the first time you chopped down the cherry tree?”
Adam looked embarrassed, but knew there was no getting out of the story. “I was 16, and it happened at the park. I’ve never been allowed to have people over to the house, but there was a girl I really liked named Rebecca, and we were in the same group for our sophomore-year history project. I can’t really call her my girlfriend because we never really went out or anything, but I knew she liked me and I liked her. One day school let out early, and my parents didn’t know, so we went to the park to work on our project together. She asked if I wanted to ‘do it,’ but I didn’t think it was the best idea because I always felt like my dad was right behind me even when he was nowhere around. But as soon as she said it, I was hard as a rock. Then she started blowing in my ear and rubbing my pants. Even though I was scared, I finally stammered, ‘Okay,’ and we went across the street and climbed into the back of her old Corolla. It only lasted a few minutes. And it was definitely better than all the ‘practice’ I’d done at home, but not at all like I thought it would feel. She told me I’d done great. I didn’t want to go home, so we sat in the backseat talking for a couple of hours. I ended up getting home later than usual, and my dad walloped the shit out of me.”
“Least you pounded some pussy before your dad pounded you!” Boricio said. 
“Yeah,” Adam nodded, though he looked far away. 
“So?” Boricio said, “You bang her again?”
Adam shook his head. “No. The only other time we were alone outside of class, we were standing in front of the school, both waiting for a ride. My dad picked me up. When I got in the car he called her a whore and said anyone who’d let me fuck them had to be a bigger loser than me.”
Boricio shook his head, then looked in the mirror at Charlie. “How about you, Charlie Brown? When’s the first time you got to bumpin’ uglies?”
“I’m still a virgin,” Charlie said, slightly red-faced. “I used to really like this one girl named Josie, but ever since she started hanging out with Shayanne and the rest of the Bitch Clique, she started giving me the ugly eye. But fuck her, anyway. Like Adam, my stepdad rarely let me leave the house without a detailed explanation, so I didn’t have much of an opportunity.”
Boricio erupted into laughter. “Yeah,” he said, “that’s it. Couldn't be ‘cuz you’re gangly as a fucking Gomer and it looks like you wash your face in fried chicken!” Boricio tilted the rearview and met Charlie’s eyes. “You know I’m just fucking with you, right? This is how Team Boricio bonds, bitch! Now, since you ain’t gonna tell any tall tales about twat, why don’t you spin us a story or two about what a fucker your old man is.”
“Nah,” Charlie said. “Nobody wants to hear that.”
“Yeah, we do,” Adam said, probably wanting to change the conversation to something less embarrassing for both of them. 
“Bob wasn’t nearly as bad as Adam’s dad; mostly he just liked to humiliate me as often as he could. Called me Nancy, Mary, even Melinda — any girl’s name he could think of, really. Anything he could do to bring me down a peg while elevating himself. When he wasn’t calling me a girl, he’d call me gay, faggot, and other shit like that.”
“And your mom let him talk like that to you?” Boricio asked.
“No, he usually wore his nicest face around my mom. She knew he gave me a hard time, but not the extent of it. And to make matters worse, he’d convinced her it was for my own good. Like he was doing me some kind of fucking favor! And though he didn’t really smack me around, except for a few occasions, there was this one time he scared the shit out of me. My mom was out with her girlfriend Colleen, all day for a mid-life makeover as Colleen called it, and Bob told me that if I didn’t scrub the trash cans inside-out, which he’d promised my mom he would do while she was gone, he would take me out to the woods and do what he should have done the day he met my mom. He said ‘ain't nobody gonna hear you scream out there,’ so yeah, he never put my hand in a garbage disposal or nothing, but he was a Grade-A fucker for sure.” 
Charlie collapsed to the back of his seat.
“Funny thing is, I think I would’ve been able to tolerate Bob if he hadn’t been such an asshole to my mom. But he treated her like total shit, always tearing her down and making her feel small. She used to be fun, before Bob. You can call me a pussy, but she was probably my best friend before she met him. And over time, he sucked her dry, took her joy and turned it into fear and emotional slavery.”
The truck was quiet for nearly a full minute, when Boricio glanced in the rearview and said, “Pussy.”
Charlie closed his eyes and then burst into laughter. Adam joined, and the three of them laughed for about half a mile. Ahead, was a gas station. Lights out, nobody home. Boricio parked, then turned back to Charlie and Adam.
“Most of the world’s fuckers are dead,” he said. “But, Charlie, it looks like you got yourself a raw deal with your personal fucker making it through the apocalypse and then taking your bitch on top of it. How would you feel about the three of us gentlemen paying a friendly visit to dear Ole Bob?”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 4 — Luis Torres
 
Oct. 17
6:40 a.m.
East Hampton, New York
 
Brent, Jane, and Emily stared out the window as the ferry’s lights sliced through the morning fog. The ferry wasn’t supposed to resume until 8 a.m. but the clock read 6:40 a.m.
“It’s time to go,” Brent said, turning to Luis.
“I dunno,” he said, “Something’s weird. Ferry wasn’t supposed to show until 8.”
“Maybe they’re early,” Brent said, “Or maybe 8 is the departure time, but they board early.”
No, something was wrong. Luis felt it in his gut.
“I dunno,” Luis said. “I say we wait a bit.”
“What are you talking about?” Brent said. “You think aliens commandeered a ferry?”
“No, it’s not that,” Luis said, now literally feeling something in his gut. Sharp pain pierced his stomach, causing him to double over. He felt like he had the worst case of food poisoning ever.
“You okay?” Brent asked.
He shook his head, no he was not alright.
He raced up the stairs to the dark, windowless bathroom, then fell to his knees, just making it as his insides flew up and out his throat, then exploded into the toilet. He slammed the door, then reached out and grabbed the flashlight from the sink. He clicked it on, then set it back on the sink, light pointed at the ceiling.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, hoping that was all he had in him. The invisible blades twisted in his stomach another time. He cried out then let loose another explosion into the toilet. The liquid came out thick, like black ropes. He grabbed the flashlight and pointed it into the toilet bowl to see what he’d evacuated. The vomit actually looked like rope. No, not rope. It was moving. 
Like worms.
He slammed down the metal toilet handle to flush the mess, then glanced at his arm again. The worms beneath his skin had multiplied. On a whim, he looked at his left arm, which hadn’t been bitten. Worms were racing under his skin there, too. It was spreading throughout his entire body. Infected!
What the hell is in me?!
Outside, Brent knocked on the bathroom door. “Are you okay?”
“Go away!” Luis snapped, reaching out and locking the door.
He puked again, then stood, and swung open the mirrored medicine cabinet so hard the mirror shattered.
He scanned the shelves until he found what he was looking for — an old-fashioned razor blade.
Brent banged on the door. “You okay?”
Jesus, this guy is annoying.
“I’ll be out in a bit,” Luis growled, “Go away.”
He grabbed the razor, looked back down at his arm, at the damned fucking worms, and ran the blade across his right forearm. 
He clenched through the pain, as blood poured into the sink. His blood was dark amber, almost the color of liquid rust. He set the blade down, and dug two fingers into the open wound, fished for two of the bastard worms, wet and white with streaks of blood, and circled his fingers around them, and pulled. Rather than breaking apart as he feared they would, the worms held as he pulled them like slick noodles from his arm. He pulled six inches, 12, and finally a full 15 inches in length until he’d pulled two entire worms from his body.
He held them up, inspected the heads: a tiny, open mouth, with several needle-like teeth. The worms slithered in his hand, slippery and coated in a mix of blood and black liquid.
Jesus Christ.
He threw the worms into the sink in disgust. They smacked the sink like wet spaghetti, then darted toward the open drain and vanished down into the plumbing.
His mind was in full panic mode, wanting, no, needing to yank every last one of the fuckers from his body. He was about to dig back into his arm when he noticed the wound had begun to heal itself. 
Panic receded, replaced by awe as he watched his skin stitch itself together, leaving the wound a memory.
What the fuck am I?
He stared into the mirror, and saw something moving beneath the skin just under his left eye. He closed his lids and leaned forward, letting the top of his head press against the cold mirror.
A knock at the door. Again.
He unlocked the door, yanked it open, and saw Brent.
“What?!” he yelled.
Brent stepped back, eyes wide. Luis realized he was losing his temper, something he rarely did. He prided himself on remaining calm under any stress. But this was something else. Stress, anger, and fear were dueling for control of his mind … likely along with whatever had invaded his body.
“I’m sorry,” he said. He wasn’t feeling sorry, but knew what he was supposed say. In reality, he felt a sudden urge to hit Brent. Hard. He swallowed it.
Brent said, “We’ve gotta get going. I don’t wanna take a chance that the ferry will leave without us.”
“I’m not going,” Luis said.
“Why not?” Brent’s eyes scanned the bathroom; broken glass, blood, black liquid, and a razor blade. No fooling this reporter. “Oh my God, what happened?”
“Just go; get on the ferry with the girls, and leave.”
“I’m not going without you,” Brent said. “Come on, these people at Black Island can help you.”
“Really? And how do you know that, Mr. Reporter Guy? Is that something your fucking paper wrote about?”
Even though Luis knew he was completely overreacting, he couldn’t help himself. He was getting increasingly pissed each time Brent opened his mouth and didn’t just leave him be. He shouldn’t have to explain himself.
“We need to get you help,” Brent said, eyes meeting Luis’s.
The rage subsided, as quickly as it came, replaced by fear, regret for what he’d said, and a new, bottomless sorrow. Whatever was inside him was fucking with his emotions big time.
“You need to go without me,” Luis said. “Something’s happening. And I don’t want to hurt anyone.” He was on the verge of tears.
“I told you, I’m not leaving you, man. We’re gonna get through this. We’re gonna find our families.”
Luis smiled, unable to meet Brent’s eyes. “That dream, again?” The smile dissolved to tears as he pictured his daughter’s sweet smile. He thought again of their final day together. So many kids these days seemed to be almost born jaded, yet Gracie was still innocent, loving him with a sincerity and openness that melted the walls he’d so carefully built around his heart ... just as her mother had done.
He swallowed hard, tears stinging his eyes.
“Do you think she’s still alive?” Luis asked.
“I do,” Brent said, putting a hand on Luis’s shoulder. “I really do.”
“Goddamn, you hopeful bastard,” Luis said, trying to manage a smile.
“And you think the people on the island can help me?”
“Yes,” Brent said.
“How do you know, though?” Luis asked, entirely aware he sounded like a scared child, but unable to keep his emotions from riding off the rails.
“I feel it, just like you all felt your visions of Oct. 15 were real.”
Fair enough.
Downstairs, Jane called, “Come on, I think the ferry is about to leave.”
“Leave?” Brent shouted, “It’s not even close to 8!”
Luis closed his eyes, fighting back the tears. He wanted to believe Brent. Wanted to have faith. Wanted to take a chance and believe he wasn’t going to become a monster like Joe had. That he might see his little girl again.
Stranger things had happened.
He stood. 
“Okay, let’s go.”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 5 — Callie Thompson
 
Oct. 18
Pensacola, Florida
 
Callie spent much of the day alone after Bob saved her and brought her back “home.”
She couldn’t tell for certain if he knew that she’d drugged him or not. He was acting weird, telling her he needed time to “think about shit and stuff.” Which was fine by her. She went up to her room and decided to pass time. Without power, though, she didn’t have much to do. So she went to Charlie’s room hoping he’d left behind some books or comics, anything to read, really, other than the business books which made up most of the home’s library. 
She was disappointed to find that he’d taken the duffel bag which had the good books and graphic novels. She was about to leave the room when she saw a smaller blue duffel bag in the corner. She put the bag on the bed and unzipped it. Inside were a dozen or so spiral notebooks, most of which were well-worn, outsides filled with doodles and sketches of monsters, shapes, and alien landscapes. Charlie was a pretty decent artist.
She pulled out the top notebook with a green cover. The pages were filled with math problems interspersed with more doodling. The next few notebooks were also filled with schoolwork, though some pages had better drawings. One of them was an ink sketch of a girl sitting at a desk, which he’d obviously drawn during class. The way he’d drawn the girl with such detail, features soft while his other images were rough and unfinished, seemed to indicate a crush on the subject. It was like peeking into the mind of a teenage boy, something she’d never had such open access to. 
She was somewhat surprised that his drawings were not all pornographic in nature. She imagined most boys who had the talent to draw, would draw all sorts of lurid stuff, both real and imagined. 
Charlie was a nice kid. Callie smiled.
She heard Bob downstairs making something in the kitchen. She stuffed Charlie’s notebooks back in the bag, rushed to her room, and shoved the bag under her bed. The thought of Bob catching her looking at the spirals made her stomach turn. No doubt he’d want to check them out and likely have a good, old laugh at Charlie’s expense. 
Callie had known a lot of guys like Bob in school. Insecure, usually jock types, who seemed to thrive on bullying those weaker than them. Different than them. She never understood why so many girls went for such assholes. Then again, girls acted the same way, viciously going after anyone who didn’t fit into their tightly-formed cliques. Callie had run-ins with such people until she learned to stand up for herself.
When she was in eighth grade, this girl, Brianna, decided to make it her personal mission to make Callie’s life miserable. She started spreading rumors, intentionally bumping into her, laughing, and name calling. Callie never let the bitch see her sweat, though. She did her best to ignore the girl. But at night, she often cried to her mom. Her mom always told her she was doing the right thing to ignore the abuse. Eventually, her mom said, Brianna would find someone else to pick on.
That hardly seemed like an answer to Callie, though. Even if the girl had moved on to someone else, she was still being a bully. And that her mom thought it was okay so long as Brianna wasn’t picking on her, bothered Callie.
After four months, it was apparent that Brianna wasn’t going to find a new target, though.
One day after gym, Callie went to her locker to change out of her sweaty gym clothes, and was shocked to see that someone had opened her locker and doused her clothes, her purse, and books in vinegar. They also wrote NIGGER DYKE in big, red marker across the inside of the locker.
“Geez, Callie, douche much?” Brianna said, cackling with her catty clique. 
Callie wanted to cry. But she wouldn’t let Brianna have that satisfaction. She closed her locker, and began to walk away, intending to tell the gym teacher, Mrs. Parker.
And then something hit the back of her head.
She turned around to see a wad of paper on the ground.
And that was it. 
Callie lost it. She ran straight at Brianna, screaming like a maniac, and shoved the girl backwards into the locker.
Brianna’s eyes were wide in disbelief. 
She never expected someone to hit her, least of all, Callie. Brianna might have backed down right there, if not for the girls all gathering around them, chanting, “fight, fight, fight,” like a mob demanding blood. Callie had little doubt whose blood they wanted to see. People only rooted for the underdog in movies, not in middle school.
While part of her wanted to turn and run away, and take back the last minute of her life, another part told her she had to own the moment and do what needed to be done.
She cocked her arm back and punched Brianna in the face as hard as she could. And again, as Brianna scrambled sideways and fell to the ground.
Callie fell on top of her, swinging, fists pounding into Brianna’s face, head, and chest, screaming the whole time — in part because she was enraged, but also to scare anyone else from even thinking about jumping in to help Brianna. No way could she take on a whole mob of girls.
Finally, someone did step in. Arms closed around her and pulled her off of Brianna. Callie screamed, and was going to turn around and strike out until a voice in her ear said, “Calm down!”
It was Mrs. Parker, who’d always been super-nice to Callie. She wrapped her arms around Callie until she calmed down, while the rest of the girls gathered around Brianna, who was still on the ground.
“She’s not getting up,” one of the girls said.
Another coach, Mrs. Timmons, rushed over and picked up Brianna, “We’ve gotta get her to the school nurse.”
As Mrs. Timmons carried Brianna out of the locker room, Callie realized how badly she’d hurt Brianna. The girl’s face was covered in blood as if she’d been attacked by a dog or something. And as the door closed and Callie sat transfixed by the moment, she realized everyone in the locker room was staring at her. Staring at her with a mix of fear and something else, which Callie would soon recognize as respect. 
At first, Callie was afraid she’d hurt Brianna so badly that the girl might die. When she didn’t die, Callie was worried that Brianna was so embarrassed by the event that she’d spend months plotting revenge, which would lead to an ever-escalating war that would end up with someone dead. However, that didn’t happen, either. Brianna had to be on her best behavior as her parents were busy trying to sue the school and even Callie’s mom, painting Brianna as the golden child who was roughed up by a thug. There were even accusations that it was a hate crime, with Callie being the perpetrator. But too many girls had come forward and told what Brianna had written on Callie’s locker.
Nothing came of the threats, thankfully. And Brianna’s dad got a new job, so the family moved at the end of the school year. 
That was the last time anyone had fucked with her like that. Sure, some petty shit happened, but no outright bullying. 
 
Once Callie heard Bob go back to his “thinking room,” she grabbed another spiral notebook from Charlie’s bag, and settled into the bed. This spiral was black, no drawings on the outside, and in neater condition than the others. She opened it and her eyes widened at what she’d found — Charlie’s diary.
She closed it at first, her gut telling her not to read what she had no business reading. However, curiosity led to an inner debate over whether any real harm could come from sneaking a peek. Perhaps, she reasoned, she might gain a better understanding of him, which might help her find him. That seemed like a good reason to read, she decided. 
She wasn’t being nosy, just caring.
She found herself back in the pages which were dated a year ago. 
 
Dear Dad, 
I don’t know how much longer I can take this.
Nothing is the same. 
If you could see Mom now, you wouldn’t even recognize her. She used to be so vibrant and happy. She liked to do things. She liked to do things with me. But now, Bob sucks up her time and energy like some sort of black hole.
He’s a freaking vampire, sucking joy and happiness instead of blood. It’s like the lives we lived before he came along don’t exist. It’s like YOU never existed.
Sometimes, I’ll mention you at the table, and mom will get all uncomfortable like it bothers Bob, so I ought not to do it.
What the hell? She’s betraying you for BOB?!
God, Dad, if you could see him you would just laugh. He’s nothing like you. If someone looked up the antonym of you in a thesaurus, they’d see this smiling cancer of a human.
I don’t know why Mom had to marry him.
I mean, I could maybe understand if he had lots of money or something.
I like to think sometimes you can read these letters I write to you. That sometimes you can see our lives from wherever you are. But times like this, I think it’s better that you can’t see us. You can’t see what’s become of Mom.
Or how I’ve let it happen.
Love,
Charlie
 
Callie’s eyes filled with tears.
She stared at the window, drapes drawn tight, and wondered where Charlie was. Even though she barely got a chance to know him, she found herself missing him more as she poured through his thoughts on the pages. 
She fell asleep thinking about him, and how she had to get away from Bob as soon as possible, monsters be damned.
 
**
 
Oct. 19
Morning
Pensacola, Florida
 
She woke in the morning, Bob knocking on her door and barging right in. Confused, she looked up at him, realizing too late that she’d left Charlie’s diary open on the bed. If Bob noticed, he didn’t say anything. Instead, he was looking out her window. She slid the spiral under the blanket seconds before he turned back to her.
“Pack your shit; we’re getting out of here.”
“What?” she asked, surprised.
“I’m not waiting around for those fucking things to come back. I saw two more last night, and I’m thinking we need to find somewhere new to go before more show up.”
“But what about Charlie? What if he comes back? How will he find us?”
“Fuck Charlie,” Bob said. “He made his coffin; let him lie in it.”
“But he’s your stepson; you can’t just leave him out there to die!”
Bob glared at her, “Listen, sister, I didn’t leave him; he left us. He chose to walk out the door. The boy never thinks about anyone but himself. I’m tired of everyone actin’ like I’m the fucking bad guy here and going ‘poor Charlie’ this and ‘poor Charlie’ that. Fuck that shit. His mom is gone. I don’t need to hear that shit from another bitch.”
“Excuse me?” Callie said, now glaring back at him. She no longer cared to play along with his games. Let the cards fall where they may. “What did you say?”
Bob’s eyes met hers, and for a moment, she was certain he’d take a swing at her. But like the bully he was, he shrunk back from a strong response.
Instead, he smiled that bullshit smile that seemed to fool so many people for some reason, allowing him to skate through life getting away with shit no human should get away with. It was some sort of reptilian charm which seemed to work especially well with women. But not her.
“Hey, I wasn’t calling you a bitch, I was just generalizing. Didn’t realize you were so damned sensitive. Shit.”
She stared at him, not saying a word, as she tried to think what to do next. She couldn’t leave, not while Charlie was still out there. She had to find him. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “I’m waiting for Charlie.”
“Hah,” Bob laughed. “You got a thing for the little geek or something?”
“It’s not like that,” she said, annoyed.
“I didn’t think so, seeing as how he’s just a boy. You need a man.”
“Like you?” she said with a sneer before she could bite her tongue.
“You didn’t seem to mind having my manhood in you.”
That was it. She was done playing nice. She got in his face.
“Make no mistakes; you fucking raped me. And if you think I forgot that little fact, think again, you pig fuck.”
Bob’s eyes flashed, anger clouding them, and flushing his face. He was frozen for a second before he swung the back of his hand and hit her square in the jaw. The pain shot through Callie like fire, and she fell to the ground.
Fuck, get up.
She rolled over as Bob circled her, “You fucking cunt.”
She spat at him and missed. He kicked her hard in her left ribcage.
“Fuck!” she screamed out.
“Bitch, you ain’t even seen rape yet. That was foreplay,” he said grabbing his cock through his jeans.
He kicked at her again, in the leg, and she balled up, trying to present as small a target as possible until she could get the advantage.
Then he was on her, arms pushing her hands above her head as he used his legs to push hers apart and roll her onto her back.
She screamed out, spitting at his face, this time connecting.
He let go of an arm and smacked her hard across her left cheek. The pain was intense, and she began to feel sick to her stomach like she was going to pass out.
“It’s time I teach you a thing or two, bitch,” Bob spat out as he grabbed at her sweatpants and started to rip at them.
Suddenly another voice in the room spoke. 
They turned to the doorway to see two strangers standing there. The older of the two men was holding a baseball bat. And he spoke.
“No, I think it’s you who’ll be doing the learnin’ and luckily for you, Boricio is one fuck of a teacher, Bobby.”
Then a third person entered the room ... Charlie. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 6 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Ed woke in handcuffs, for the second time this week.
He was in a chair, arms bound behind him, staring at his reflection in a streaked mirror. The harsh neon lights mocked every line of his nearly 40 years. Behind him was a gray door, reminding Ed of a police “interview” room. Or, to use a more appropriate name, the interrogation room.
They’d caught him, which meant the world hadn’t come to a grinding halt, after all. The powers that be were still in power. And he was still important enough to capture and silence. His head was pounding. The last thing he remembered was staring out the window. And then looking up to see the girls.
Shit.
Jade! Teagan! Ken! Where are they?
He struggled in his chair, but knew that even if he managed to break free, someone would be in the room in seconds. He was being watched. He could feel eyes on the other side of the mirror.
“Where are they?!” he shouted, flaunting his anger. “What did you do with them?!”
No answer.
He closed his eyes and tried to piece together where he might be. But without knowing how long he’d been out or what time it was, he was lost. All he knew was the place had electricity — and interrogation rooms, which meant either a police station, or perhaps one of the agency’s government compounds, one of the secret locales scattered across the country where agents could snatch whoever they wanted, then interrogate, or torture them, if necessary, to extract information. He’d been on the other side of the mirror too many times to count. Hell, he could’ve been in this very room before and not recognize it now.
“You’ve got me. You win. Just tell me where they are and I’ll play nice and go sit in a cell and rot.”
Still no answer.
They were trying to push him. Let his fear mount, so their leverage would be greater when agents eventually came into the room. They were waiting for him to crack, to show signs of weakness they could exploit. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t give in to what they wanted. But they had Jade, Teagan, and Ken. And he was tired of fighting.
He was ready to surrender, to give them whatever they wanted. He considered breaking down and crying, but if they knew him, if they really knew him, they’d know he’d not break that quickly. They’d see it as the ruse it was, and he’d probably be stuck waiting even longer for someone to come.
So he went with reality and stared straight ahead, through the mirror, at whoever stood unseen on the other side.
“I know you’re in there,” he said with a straight face and even, if somewhat tired, tone. “You caught me. Yes, I ran when the plane went down, but I had nothing to do with the crash. Shit, I thought you guys engineered it to take me out, or hell, even extract me to use as deep cover or something. So, I’ve got to ask — what do you want from me? Just tell me and it’s yours. Want me to go along with your little story, make a public plea that I’m crazy as hell, and sure, I’d shoot more people if given a chance? Get a camera and start rolling. Whatever you want, I’ll do it, say it, cop to it, whatever. Just please, let my daughter and the other two kids go.”
He swallowed, still staring at himself. A long time had passed since he saw beyond his appearance in the mirror and was forced to contemplate the man beneath the skin — the father who’d lost so much, if not everything. He closed his eyes to keep self-pity from taking root in his mind. 
“Do you have kids?” he asked his invisible captors.
“I’ve gotta tell you, they can be a real pain in the ass sometimes. My wife and I weren’t planning on having any. Well, I wasn’t. And she said she wasn’t, but who knows what goes on in the deepest parts of a woman’s mind? They’re hardwired to want kids. So, even when they say they don’t, there’s still some biological part deep inside that says, ‘Oh yeah you do.’ Maybe men are hardwired, too; I don’t know. I didn’t think I wanted a kid, but when Jade came into our lives, I changed my mind.”
Eyes still closed, Ed continued.
“Funny thing about kids, you have this idea about who you are. What you want in life. What you want to do, be, and all that hubris. Your plans can be cast in concrete, and you can carry an unshakable belief that you were meant to do one thing and one thing only. But the minute your child looks at you in that way, wide-eyed and full of trust and love and all the things you feel you don’t deserve ... the minute they look at you like that, you question everything. You begin to think you were meant for something better. To be someone your child can look up to. To make a difference in their world. Some people go their whole lives and never get that message, that call to be something greater than themselves. They never experience that moment. But I did.”
He opened his eyes, looking at the mirror again.
“And I went against it. I chose the agency over what my heart was telling me. I did what you wanted me to do. I ignored that call to be a better person, father, and husband. I kept following your instructions because you all said the world would be better, safer, blah-blah-blah. Take a look outside. Tell me, for all the shit we’ve done, all the lives we’ve taken, all we’ve sacrificed, did it make us any safer? Is the world any better off? Could we prevent whatever the hell happened?”
Ed swallowed hard, glanced at the floor, then returned his gaze to the mirror.
“Was this worth selling your soul?” he asked not just the men behind the mirror, but also himself.
The lights above him flicked off, casting the room into darkness — and a terrible silence.
 
**
 
Ed woke with a jolt to the sound of a chair scraping across the floor.
A man in a blue dress shirt, charcoal slacks, and thin, wire-frame glasses sat in front of him. He wore short-cropped brown hair above the fat cheeks of a baby face, despite otherwise appearing in his mid-30s.
“Hello,” the man said, his voice low, face professional.
“Who are you?” Ed asked.
“You first,” the man said, pulling a pack of Marlboros from his pocket and offering it to Ed. “Want one?”
“No, thank you.”
“Don’t mind if I do?” 
“Go ahead,” Ed said. 
The man flicked open his lighter and lit a cigarette. 
Ed spoke again, “You don’t know who I am?”
“Should I?” the man asked, taking a deep drag on his cigarette.
Ed grinned, “I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”
“Well, prepare to be surprised,” the man said, “Because we don’t.”
“Who’s we?” Ed asked, the man’s smoke spiraling around him. Ed hated cigarette smoke, but didn’t give the man the pleasure of seeing his annoyance.
“You handled yourself pretty well in the parking lot,” the man said, “like you were trained.”
“Maybe because I was.”
“And yet when I ran your face and fingerprints, you didn’t show in our system.”
“Weird,” Ed said, not buying the guy’s bit for a second. Though the guy was obviously trained to counter the tell-tale physical signs of deception, he couldn’t pull the wool over Ed’s instincts.
“So, where’d you learn to use a gun like that?”
“You’d be surprised what you can learn on YouTube,” Ed said, grinning.
His smile wasn’t returned. “What’s this agency you were talking about earlier?”
“Let’s cut the shit, guy. Just tell me what you want from me, and I’ll do it. Want me to go on the 6 o’ clock news and tell everyone I’m a psycho gunman and not at all an agent of the government, fine. I’ll do it. Just, please, I want to see them.”
“Who do you want to see?”
“Jade, Teagan, and the guy, Ken. I assume you picked them up when you grabbed me.”
“Well, we’ve got two of them.”
“What do you mean, two of them?”
“One of them didn’t make it.”
Ed swallowed, not sure if the guy was pushing his buttons. He kept calm. “Who?”
“The man, Ken. He was infected so we had to purge him.”
Ed stared at the guy, trying to gauge his honesty. If he was lying, Ed couldn’t tell. “What do you mean infected?”
“He was bitten. We can’t risk bringing the infection here.”
“So, he’s dead?”
“He would’ve died, anyway. Or become one of them.”
“What are they?” Ed asked.
“You’ve yet to tell me your name.”
“Edward Keenan.”
The man paused for a moment. Ed wasn’t sure if it was deliberate or Ed saying his name had thrown him for some kind of loop. Do they really not know who I am?
“Well, hello, Mr. Edward Keenan. A pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Sullivan. Now, tell me, Mr. Keenan, what is it that you do?”
“Are you fucking with me? You really don’t know? Who the hell are you that you don’t know who I am? If you were a legal authority worth a damn, you’d know my name, even if you didn’t know who I really worked for. So, if you really don’t know that information, I’m sure as hell not at liberty to tell you.”
Sullivan smiled. “I’m gonna tell you what I think, Mr. Keenan. I think you think you’re something you’re not. Because trust me when I say, if you were anybody worth knowing, I would know who you are, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation. So, why don’t we start over and tell me who you really are and what it is that you do?”
Ed closed his eyes, then opened them, “I’m not telling you shit until I see my daughter and Teagan. After that, I’ll sing whatever song you like.”
Sullivan stared for a moment. “I can bring you Jade, but Teagan had to be moved elsewhere.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Sorry, Mr. Keenan, I’m not at liberty to tell you.”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 7 — Mary Olson
 
Oct. 18
Morning
Belle Springs, Missouri
 
In the last week, Mary had been forced to face an entire world gone missing, her only child thrown into unimaginable danger, and a lingering imprisonment in a godforsaken Dreary Inn. Yet seeing the brooding despair colonizing the children’s faces on the other side of the bar was an altogether different sort of torture.
“It’s going to be okay,” she said in her best sitcom mom voice. “Desmond will have a plan in a few minutes. Then we’ll either be on our way, or camping out here for another day. Either way, we’re safe. I promise.” She dropped a maraschino cherry and straw into each of the two Shirley Temples, then slid them across the bar to Paola and Luca.
“How do you know everything will be okay, Mom?” Paola said.
“I just do,” Mary answered, even though she didn’t.
“Outside,” Luca said, “it’s more of the terrible scary.”
Paola and Mary traded a glance. It was weird seeing the boy aged. Weirder still, when he still used language like an 8-year-old, rather than the young teen he appeared to be.
Paola said, “What’s the terrible scary?”
“The black stuff that wasn’t there before the bad stuff happened.” 
“What do you mean?”
“Do you ever get sad spiders?” Luca asked Mary. 
She couldn’t help but smile. “Sure, I think everyone probably gets sad spiders sometimes.”
“Well, the terrible scary is filled with sad spiders. I think it might even make them.  And the terrible scary gets bigger and bigger until it’s everywhere, so if the terrible scary outside is like the terrible scary I saw on the way to the lobster tacos, we have to go right now.” 
Paola said, “What happens if we don’t?”
“I don’t know,” Luca said, shaking his head, “but I think we might become part of the terrible scary, too.” 
A cold chill flooded Mary’s back. She poured herself a glass of water, wishing it were something harder, and drank it all in one gulp, then said, “I’ll be right back.”
“Where are you going?” Paola looked at her mom, quietly pleading, don’t leave!
Mary answered with apologetic eyes, but said, “I’ll be quick. I have to talk with Will and Desmond. We have to sort this out. Need a refill before I go?”
Paola nodded. Mary topped off her daughter’s drink with a quick squirt and two more cherries.
“You?” she turned to Luca.
“I’m good.”
Mary smiled, then left the bar. A minute later, she was between Will and Desmond, arms crossed, demanding answers. 
“I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head at Desmond. “You’ve been five steps ahead since this all started. We need you right now. What’s our plan? If we have to stay then we have to stay. But we can’t just stay because we’re not going.”
Mary felt herself teetering at the edge of hysteria.
“It’s okay,” Desmond said. “I’m sorry I’m indecisive, but I honestly don’t know what to do and am having a hard time sorting through my thoughts. I usually listen to instinct, but right now, I don’t know what else to say other than my Spidey sense is tingling, and the solutions aren’t showing themselves to me like they usually do.” 
He found her eyes. “What do you think we should do, Mary?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know, and I really don’t care. I just want to do something and I want to know what that something is. I don’t want to be scared; I’m sick of it. Impossible starts the second you let fear get bigger than faith.” 
“At the risk of everyone here thinking I’m just some old hippie,” Will interrupted, “I need to go off and do a bit of my best thinking. That requires herbal supplementation, so I’m off to find Jimmy. If you still trust my instincts after this morning’s monster roll-call, I promise I’ll be back with a plan in less than half an hour. If not, well I really can’t blame you. I am an old man, after all, who’s about to go off and get stoned in our hour of need.” Will smiled, then walked off. 
Desmond turned to Mary. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I feel like I’m letting you down.”
“No, you’re not letting me down. I guess I’ve just grown over-reliant on your awesome leadership. And this is all a bit ... much.”
“Do you trust Will’s advice?” Desmond asked.
“If I knew how I felt about that,” Mary said, “I’d feel a million times better. But right now, I don’t know which way is up.”
“I know what you mean. I’m not used to my instincts waffling around like this, and I’ve never felt like so many lives were dependent on me. Plus,” he looked past Mary for a second, then swallowed the sentence.
“What?” Mary prodded. “Say it.”
“There’s something about John,” he lowered his voice, “that’s making me uncomfortable. He woke up all weird. I mean, we had this heart-to-heart last night and he was way drunk, so maybe he’s feeling ashamed to have opened up to me or something. But it feels like there’s something more.” 
“I felt the same way when I woke him up,” Mary said, though with everything that was going on since then, she couldn’t remember what it was that made her feel that way.  She tried to think back to the moment she went into his room, but it was like a word on the tip of her tongue that she couldn’t quite recall.
Dog Vader started to bark again, staring at them from across the bar.
They stared at one another, neither saying a word. Mary wondered what the dog knew that they didn’t. 
When Desmond spoke he ignored the subject of John, returning to Will. “If you didn’t trust Will, and you had to put your finger on why, what would you say?”
“That’s the thing,” she said. “I don’t think there’s been a single dishonest word to leave his lips, but I get the feeling there’s a lot he’s not saying.”
“Like what?”
“No idea, really, but I think it might have something to do with Luca.”
“I don’t know,” Desmond said with a sigh. “I think the way they showed up and he walked through the door and pulled your daughter from the brink, then went all Rip Van Winkle is just so out-there weird that anything they say or do is gonna seem weird to us.”
“Do you think Will knows something more about Luca?”
“I think he knows a lot about Luca,” Desmond said, “and a lot more than you get from idle conversation.” 
The room was thick with everything Desmond wasn’t saying. 
“Tell me, Desmond,” Mary said, “please.”
Desmond’s brow relaxed. “Something bothered me about Will the second I saw him. At first I couldn't figure it out, no matter how hard I wracked my brain. But it finally came to me last night.”
“What is it?” 
“Will reminds me of someone I researched about 18 months back, a scientist studying quantum entanglement. Will even said something that was nearly identical to something the scientist said.”
“What’s quantum entanglement?”
“Not now,” Desmond laughed. “In simple terms, let’s say everything in the universe was once one atom. You know, before the Big Bang spread us in a zillion directions all across creation. Even though we’re all separate now, we’re still connected on some level. Everything means you, me, and everyone. We’re all entangled. And somehow, those two are perceiving things that we can’t. They knew we were here and in trouble.”
“I can see how that makes sense,” Mary said. “But it still doesn’t explain the bleakers or whatever happened to Paola.”
“No,” Desmond said, “maybe not just yet. But it’s something that makes Will and Luca a little less frightening, right?”
“I suppose so,” Mary said.
Dog Vader whined again. 
“So, does any of this help us figure out what to do next?”
“It’s a piece of the puzzle,” Desmond said. “I just need some time alone to try and figure it all out and make sense of it. Believe me, we’re going to leave here. One way or another.”
Mary didn’t want to consider what Desmond meant by another.
 
* * * *



Chapter 8 — Desmond Armstrong
 
 
Desmond sat in a small cubicle at the far end of the temporary offices once offered to business travelers in need of 15 minutes of Internet and quiet while staying at the Drury Inn. The monitors were black, as blank as they would be for the rest of forever, and a fair reflection of the answers in Desmond’s mind.
He stared at the scribbles and sketches that blackened the three sheets of paper spread on the desk. He had no easy way out. Just two choices: frying pan or fire. And if he chose poorly, he’d end up marching everyone over the edge and into an unknown abyss.
If he could pull the edges of his mind together, perhaps he could get the colors of the Rubik’s cube to click into place. Unfortunately, his mind was frayed and splitting; each time he came close to threading a feasible answer, the seams of logic would split and tear his theory in two. 
Desmond typically solved life’s problems with a simple formula: 
Replicate, isolate, fix. 
A mechanic couldn’t be expected to fix a problem until he saw or heard it, which is why you couldn’t just describe the sound your engine was making; you had to reproduce the rattle to isolate the problem. 
Whether you were dealing with a rattling engine, some bad lines of source code, or a looming economic catastrophe, effective problem solving meant you must dive deep, narrow your focus, and thin your variables. Only then could you get to the best part — fixing it. 
Desmond loved to fix things, and had shown natural aptitude since he was a child. It’s what made him successful in life and business. But every solution started with the variables; they paved the path for the predictors that allowed him to assess the situation and arrive at the next best steps. Yet, when the laws he once knew had softened to gelatin, even seasoned estimation was little more than guessing.
Start with what you know.
Desmond went back to the beginning. 
If the entire world, or at least the few hundred miles they’d traversed, had disappeared, how were a small cluster of survivors from Warson Woods, all living next to and across the street from one another, able to survive? 
There had to be a reason, and it couldn’t be geography, not with Will and the boy crossing the country from the west coast. They were the anomaly, at least from the Drury Inn side of the equation. And Will had already told him that they’d not seen another soul along the way.
They’d had plenty of unexplained drama in Missouri, but nothing compared to what the pair of travelers brought, with supernatural connections and rapid aging, not to mention a dash of dream sharing, which apparently sent them across the map to help the Warson Woods gang in their hour of need.
It almost seemed like a … plan.
But if it was a plan, someone had to be the planner. 
Desmond snapped one of the hotel’s complimentary pencils, then flicked it to the edge of the desk and ran his hands through his hair. 
 He’d give anything for access to his hard drive and a working network. After all his team’s research on Quantum Entanglement, he couldn’t help but feel something was obvious, some connection, something that could help him, help all of them see the other side of a solution.
Desmond swept the trio of sheets into the trashcan, then turned his notebook to a fresh page. He drew a giant circle, then sketched smaller circles around it to mimic the hive like clusters forming outside.
A hive!
That was it — the bleakers are a hive. 
If they were a hive, they had a queen. 
And if they had a queen, she had to be somewhere close, or drawing closer. 
The bleakers were exploding in numbers. It made sense that something was pulling them in, like ore to magnet. 
Desmond groaned, then stood and stretched. He reached down, tore the sheet from his notebook, then crumpled it into a ball and tossed it in the wastebasket. 
He left the cubicle, crossed the hotel lobby and pool area, and went into the small gym at the far side of the inn. He hopped on an exercise bike, one of the kind that didn’t need electricity to provide resistance.
Ideas arrived faster in motion.
Desmond rode for three minutes, then dialed the resistance to 4, the highest setting before riding turned to racing, then moved his legs for a few more minutes, skating along the edge of several ideas, but unable to grab a single one, and knowing they were all wrong before he even tried. 
He was glossing over something obvious, something that would illuminate truth and steer them clear of danger. Something he already knew had to be useful, something in his memory banks, already discovered then filed away like any of life’s impressions that are irrelevant at the time imprint.
Desmond dialed the bike to 6 and pedaled faster.
Sweat painted his face as the fingers of his mind finally wrapped around the frayed edges of an answer. He hadn’t pushed himself this hard on a bike in months. That old familiar “runner’s high” was kicking into gear. While endorphins stimulated pleasure receptors in the brain, they also had a secondary effect on Desmond, stimulating his creative process. He’d had many of his best business ideas during, or shortly after, a good run or bike ride.
If he could just push himself a little bit harder, a little bit faster, he would find the answers he needed now ... or die trying.
 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 9 — Dog Vader
 
 
Earlier that morning ...
 
Dog Vader paced in a circle. 
Where are Luca and Will?
This wasn’t how things were supposed to happen. It wasn’t how it was in his dreams.
It is here. This is bad.
Mary should have been able to understand him, but she couldn’t. He was just a dog to her. But he had to let her know that the soft man was an impostor; the dark one, the thing that made everything black.
“John, it’s time to go.”
Growl … Growl … Growl …
The impostor looked at him with eyes full of hate, then turned to Mary. 
A sea of rot hung like a thick fog in the room, putrescence dripped from the impostor. She should have smelled him. But humans didn’t smell things like dogs did. 
He had to get Luca to sleep. That was the only time they could talk, or at least it was the only time Dog Vader could say what needed saying and be sure Luca would understand. They had managed alright outside of sleep, at least the first two days, but that was before they found Will. 
Of course, they were supposed to meet Will, just not so early. And not like they had.
Jimmy and Desmond joined Mary and the impostor, but Will and Luca were still nowhere. Luca was probably with Paola. Vader wondered if Will was off smoking somewhere. 
Jimmy headed toward the stairs, leaving the impostor and Desmond alone.
Growl … BarkBarkBarkBark ... Growl ...
Dog Vader’s barks bounced across the nearly empty hotel. He trotted toward the offices. The problem with humans was answers were usually everywhere and solutions often obvious, yet they rarely opened their minds wide enough to grab them. 
Luca came out from the hallway and Dog Vader galloped toward him, nuzzling his knee and rubbing up against his leg. 
“I’m happy to see you, too,” Luca said.
Jimmy ran into the room. “You guys are gonna want to look at this!”
He blasted back through the stairwell door. Everyone followed. Luca led Dog Vader by the scruff of the neck, through the door and up to the second floor.
“Christ on a cross,” Desmond said. “When did this happen?”
Dog Vader looked out the window.  
The tide was rising. Fast. Too fast. Definitely ahead of schedule. 
Dog Vader could feel the impostor soaking in his mounting power. 
BARK ... BARK ... BARK ... BARK ...
YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT YOU’RE DOING. 
THIS MAN ISN’T THE SOFT ONE, JOHN; HE’S AN IMPOSTOR.
A PLAGUE OF NEVERENDING PESTILENCE.
A STARLESS NIGHT, DROWNING EVERY DROP OF THE PLANET’S LIGHT.
BARK ... BARK. .. BARK ... BARK ...
“Luca,” Will said, “would you mind taking the dog downstairs so we can figure out what to do?”
Luca nodded, then led him by the neck back downstairs. 
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
“I’m sorry Lord Vader, but I can’t help you if you don’t stop and tell me what’s wrong.” Luca tried to listen, but had already forgotten how.
BARK ... RUFF ... RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF … RUFF
THE SOFT MAN IS AN IMPOSTOR. THIS WASN’T SUPPOSED TO HAPPEN!
BARK ... RUFF ... RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF … RUFF 
Luca looked at him with kind eyes, then sat cross-legged on the floor and petted his hair. It was strange, the way the boy’s cheeks had thinned in minutes. Vader had to talk to Luca. If he could only get him to sleep, everything would be okay. But the boy wouldn’t sleep until night. And given how much was going on, he might not shut his eyes until later in the night. 
Vader didn’t know if they’d have that long before the bad man did something horrible.
“You’re a good boy, Vader, er, I mean Kick.”
Paola opened the stairwell door.  
“Hey,” Luca said.
“Hey,” she said. “Wanna play Blokus?” 
“No,” Luca said, shaking his head, “I don’t like playing it with just two people. Besides, Blokus makes me miss home most.”
Dog Vader whined. 
“How about Monopoly?”
“I’m not really very good at that game,” Luca said as he looked down. “I’m okay, but sometimes it’s hard when the numbers get big. How about Battleship?”
“Okay,” she agreed, “but only four games. Then we’re playing two games of Sorry and three of Konexi.”
“Why do you get an extra game?”
“It’s called interest,” Paola said, then laughed. “Now come on!”
Dog Vader whined.
“I’ll be back, okay, Vader?”
He whined again.
“You can come, but you won’t have fun,” Luca said. “I can’t pet you when I’m trying to concentrate.”
More whining but Luca wasn’t getting the message.
“Okay, you can sit with us. But don’t expect any attention!”
Vader trotted behind Luca and Paola, then sat beside the boy as they unboxed their game of Battleship. 
Dog Vader could feel that he was in grave danger. The impostor would end him the second he had the chance. He wouldn’t be reckless, or do anything in front of anyone else. For the moment, Vader was safe, but that moment would fade and time wasn’t smiling. 
If he was going to die, so be it, but he had to go knowing his work was done. If he could warn the boy, at least it would be something. Not many like him were left, breathing bridges between what had happened and what was about to. 
He had to get the boy alone and snoring, which usually wasn’t hard in the middle of the afternoon. But too much commotion was present with the other kids.
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
“Stop it, Lord Vader!”
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
 
“I mean it! If you don’t stop barking you can’t play with us anymore.”
Growl … Growl … Growl …
Dog Vader trotted toward Desmond, standing at the front of the lobby. The black things were outside, but had moved back a bit, making the people less afraid that the things would storm the hotel. Dog Vader watched the things, then watched Desmond watching the things. He didn’t want to interrupt Desmond. He could tell that the man was figuring out something. Desmond could smell stuff better than the rest of them, even Will, at least in his own way. They both stood there for nearly 10 minutes. He could sense that Desmond was close to discovering what Vader already knew.
He wondered if Desmond could understand him. He was the most intuitive of the group, other than Luca.
If Desmond could understand him, then Dog Vader would be willing to tell him everything he needed to know. He couldn’t wait any longer; he had to get Desmond’s attention.
BARK... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
“Not now, boy,” Desmond said.
BARK... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
Desmond moved his gaze from the window to the dog, then dropped to one knee. “What is it?” he said. “What do you know?”
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... THE SOFT MAN IS AN IMPOSTOR, A PLAGUE THAT WILL RUIN EVERYTHING. HE IS A STARLESS NIGHT THAT WILL SLOWLY FADE UNTIL THE SKY IS AS BLACK AS HIS INSIDES! ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
“You smell something,” he said, then stood and shook his head. “Me, too.” 
“Lunch!” Mary called. 
Desmond walked toward the bar and Dog Vader followed. They were halfway there when the impostor and Jimmy entered the lobby. 
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF RUFF
“Maybe we should put the dog in one of the rooms,” the impostor said.
“No, he’s okay, right, boy?” Luca tried to soothe him.
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... RUFF
Desmond said, “Maybe John’s right. Just for lunch. Okay, buddy?”
“Okay” The boy looked down, then over at Dog Vader. “Come on,” he said.
The impostor turned to the group, “I’m going to keep watch on the second floor if you don’t mind. I’m a bit worried about what’s happening outside, and not too hungry.”
“Sure thing, John,” Desmond said. 
Luca led Vader to the far side of the kitchen, opened the door, gently ushered him inside, patted him on the head and said, “See you soon!” then closed the door behind him. 
This couldn't be it. 
This couldn't be the end. 
Vader barked, hoping Luca would come back.
The impostor would be coming soon. Dog Vader had to stay alive, at least long enough to get to the boy’s dreams, where everything would be okay and he could finally tell him everything; finally finish what he’d been brought along to do. 
Vader pawed at the outside door. 
Maybe he could get everyone’s attention if he could get outside and circle back to the front of the hotel. He never should have let Luca lock him inside the kitchen. It was only a matter of time before...
The doorknob turned and the door swung wide. 
He smelled the air, but nothing was there. 
No ... something was there: faded ... tired ... dehydrated ... rotten. 
The impostor entered the kitchen and leaped at Dog Vader, before he’d even had a chance to growl. 
Dog Vader’s world went dark. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 10 — Charlie Wilkens
 
 
Oct. 19
Morning
Pensacola, Florida
 
“Who the fuck are you?” Bob said, rising from the floor, buttoning his jeans.
“Boy, you ain’t a good listener; I already told you my name was Boricio. I know class was in session, so that must mean you were staring out the window. I sure hope you don’t get held back, but rules is rules, and your attention span might not leave Mr. Boricio with much of a choice.”
Charlie stared at Callie, on the ground, sobbing. Bob had tried to rape her, which made Charlie wonder if he saw what he’d thought he saw in the pool. Perhaps Callie wasn’t a willing participant, after all. It wasn’t like he hung around long enough to get a good look. He’d been so disgusted by the thought of a girl he liked being with Bob, he ran. Now, as he looked down and saw the look in her eyes, he felt horrible. If Bob was raping her then Charlie could, no should, have done something. Instead, he fled like a pussy.
“What the hell is going on here, Charlie?” Bob said, face red and eyes aflame. 
“Why don’t you tell me?” Charlie said, his voice a third as confident as he wanted to sound. He imagined returning to slap Bob into place, armed with the barrel of motivational speeches Boricio delivered over several hundred miles. 
“The only way to get power,” Boricio had said on the ride to Florida, “is to step to the fuckin’ plate and swing your bat in its fat fuck of a face. That’s how shit’s done on Team Boricio. Fuckers who don’t like it get squashed.”
Charlie agreed. He’d been scared of bullies his entire life. Now was his chance, to take control of his life, courtesy of Boricio. He felt like he could do it, felt brave all the way to the house, through the front door, and even up the stairs. But now, seeing Bob again, some part of him fell into the familiar role — where Bob was the man of the house, and Charlie, the bitch. A familiar, and Charlie realized with some sickness, comfortable role. After all, if someone else were responsible for keeping you down, you couldn’t blame yourself when life was shit.
“Take your little friends and get the fuck outta here,” Bob said in an annoyed voice, pointing at Charlie, and completely ignoring Boricio.
“I’m not leaving without Callie,” Charlie said.
Bob laughed. 
“Ha! You think she likes you? The minute you were out the door, she was on my cock like a dirty whore.”
“That’s not true!” Callie cried, “He drugged me.”
“Drugged you?” Boricio said, mock indignation on his face, “Bob, Bob, Bob, I’m shocked. A big stud like you needs to drug a lady?”
Bob said nothing, probably hoping he could will Boricio from existence.
“Come on, Callie, we’re getting out of here,” Charlie said, holding out his hand.
“She’s staying,” Bob stepped between them.
Callie stepped around him, then rushed toward Charlie. Bob reached out, grabbed her by her hair and yanked her back. She screamed out as she fell to the ground, still in Bob’s grip like a dog on a leash.
“Let go of her,” Charlie said, stepping forward meeting Bob’s enraged eyes. He wished Boricio had let him bring a weapon, but he said he had his reasons, and it wasn’t like Charlie could argue.
“Or what? You’re gonna have your goons beat me up? I’ve got a better idea; why don’t you and your little butt buddies go back to whatever queer, little fuck fest you got going on?”
Boricio laughed, “Goons? Hey, pardner, I resent being called a goon. I’m fucking captain of this team. Besides, I’m pretty sure Charlie can take care of you just fine. Us boys are just here to watch. You know, though if you’re interested in some butt buddy shit, I’m sure we can accommodate you, handsome.” 
Boricio winked playfully at Bob.
“Don’t make me tell you again,” Charlie said, trying on a bravery that felt five sizes too big. “Let go of her.”
Bob stared, then glanced at Boricio and Adam, who hadn’t budged. “Fuck you, kid. She’s not going anywhere.”
Callie pulled away, this time successfully, stood up, and ran to Charlie. “Fuck you!” she screamed.
Bob came at Charlie. 
Charlie, recognizing Bob’s intent too late, dodged, but not quickly enough. 
Bob’s fist slammed into Charlie’s forehead, sending a bolt of thunder between his temples, though Charlie was sure it would have hurt far worse if knuckles had landed on his nose.
Bob fell forward with the momentum of his swing. He regained his balance then scurried out the door and toward his bedroom. Charlie raced after him, seeing Bob’s target a moment later: a pistol on the dresser. 
No!
Panic ignited the fuel in Charlie’s veins. If Bob got the pistol, Charlie was done for. He could hear Boricio and Adam following behind him, but he was the only person who could stop Bob in time.
He reached out, grabbed the collar of Bob’s shirt and yanked back, causing them both to roll to the floor. 
Bob cried out as he hit his head on the dresser. His eyes met Charlie’s, full of a fiery hate Charlie had only glimpsed before now. If any doubt had been in his mind that Bob wanted to murder him, it evaporated that second.
Bob kicked out, hitting Charlie in the chest, clearing his lungs of air and sending him reeling back into the bed. 
Bob stood quickly, grabbed the gun and took aim at Charlie, who closed his eyes and waited for death. But instead of a gunshot, he heard a thunk followed by a scream.
Charlie opened his eyes. 
Bob had dropped the gun. 
Boricio’s bat was on the floor beneath him. 
Boricio had thrown the bat at the gun. “Okay,” Boricio said, looking down at Bob, “I lied. I helped him just this once. Now you’re on your own, Charlie. Take that fucker out.”
Bob’s eyes narrowed on Charlie as he bent over to grab the gun.
Charlie dove to the floor, grabbed the bat, and without thought, swung at Bob’s knees. Hard.
Bob fell to the ground in agony, but still held the gun in his quivering hand. 
Charlie rolled over and swung again. Harder. As the bat connected with Bob’s right wrist, a sickening crunch preceded the gun’s descent to the floor. Bob cried out, left hand now cradling his broken right one.
“You fucker!” he wailed, threads of saliva stretching across his wide-open mouth.
Callie, who had just entered the room, ran past them, then grabbed the gun and aimed it at Bob, who sat, hunched over, crying, “I’m gonna fucking kill you, you little brat.”
Charlie looked back at Boricio and his giant grin. Adam was staring next to him in the doorway, in wide-eyed disbelief. 
“You hear me? I’m gonna hunt you down and fucking kill you!” Bob cried out, head down, staring at his broken hand.
“You’re not killing anyone!” Callie said, as she marched forward and put the gun to the top of his head.
Bob looked up, stared at her, his eyes equaling the hate he held for Charlie. A sick smile spread across his face. He turned. “Gonna let a girl do your job for you, Charlene?”
Why the hell is he goading us? Shut up, Bob. Goddammit!
Charlie couldn’t understand why Bob was pushing his buttons. Didn’t he realize what was happening? How much the odds were stacked against him? He was backing Charlie into a corner, forcing him to respond. Though Charlie had come here seeking revenge for all the shit Bob had ever done, now that he was staring down at the crippled version of a pathetic man, his hunger for vengeance had soured.
If Bob would just shut his mouth, Charlie would be happy to leave with Callie, even if it meant disappointing Boricio.
Callie looked at Charlie, as if waiting for approval. He shook his head no. “Let’s go.”
“You’re not gonna finish the job?” Boricio said. “Goddamn, kid, you’re a better man than me.”
“I just want to leave,” he said, taking the gun from Callie and hugging her. It felt so good to have her in his arms, even if they were just friends. “He’s not worth it.”
“But this fucker raped her,” Boricio said, “And he ruined your mother’s life. You said it yourself! You’re just gonna let that go?”
Boricio’s eyes looked like those of a child who’d just been told on the night before Christmas that Santa wouldn’t be making the rounds this year.
Charlie felt pangs of guilt. They’d driven all this way with Charlie all pumped up to take care of Bob once and for all, and now he was letting the team down. And though he barely knew Boricio and Adam, their bonds were forged in fire at the compound.
“He ruined your mother’s life,” Boricio pleaded, working Charlie’s guilt.
Boricio was the first man since Charlie’s father to show him respect. But when it came right down to it, Charlie wasn’t a murderer. While he’d fantasized many times of shooting every bully in school, he’d never actually plotted to do it. Despite his bravado and his darkest fantasies, Charlie didn’t think he could snuff out someone’s life unless he was defending himself or someone he loved.
He handed the gun to Boricio and started toward the bedroom door with Callie behind him.
“He said I ruined his mother’s life?” Bob said, laughing. 
Why won’t he just shut the fuck up?
“I was the best thing that ever happened to that bitch. She was a goddamn mental case when I met her! Always whining about her dead fucking husband and shit. What guy wants to hear that kinda crap?”
Something shifted in Charlie. His blood ran cold, and his skin started to tingle. Tears glossed his eyes with everything he’d been holding back for too many years. 
He turned to Bob, jaw quivering, “You shut your fucking mouth.”
“About your bitch mom or your dead bitch daddy?”
“Whoa!” Boricio said sounding like Al Pacino. “You did NOT just say that about the boy’s daddy!”
Charlie swung the bat and hit Bob in the left knee. It popped, and Bob screamed.
“You aren’t even a 10th of the man my dad was, you piece of fucking shit!” Charlie screamed, spit flying from his mouth at Bob.
“You sucked the life out of my mother like a fucking vampire! She didn’t love you. She was scared of you, you piece of shit!”
Bob laughed.
“Stop laughing!” Charlie screamed, tears streaming down his face.
Bob looked up at him, eyes wild, manic, chest heaving in mocking laughter.
“Stop fucking laughing!” Charlie said, swinging the bat again, this time hitting Bob’s left arm above the elbow.
Bob screamed out, but still forced a laugh from his lips, meeting Charlie’s eyes. Daring him to strike again.
“Let’s just go,” Callie said from behind, putting a warm hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “He’s not worth it.”
Charlie glanced back at Boricio, who smiled and nodded approvingly. Adam’s eyes were wide, scared. Callie’s were sympathetic, sorry for Charlie.
But he didn’t want sympathy. 
As Bob’s laughter grew, it dug into Charlie’s core, pulling a plug on a bucket of memories. As the self-denial and selective amnesia flowed down the drain, Charlie was forced to remember all the shit Bob had ever done. All the little insults, orders, exploitation, and the many ways he slowly murdered his mother — a woman who had been so sweet and full of life. Charlie remembered a time before Bob, when he was putting on a puppet show for his mom. She laughed so hard. Smiled at him. Yeah, she missed her husband, and Charlie missed his daddy. But they had each other. And that was enough.
Until Bob.
Bob’s laughter mocked everything that was pure and good in Charlie’s mother. Mocked his father’s memory.
Charlie turned to Boricio, Adam, and Callie, and said, “Get out.”
“What?” Callie said, trying to meet his eyes. But he couldn’t look at her.
“Go out there and wait for me. Bob and I have some shit to work out.”
Boricio smiled the widest smile Charlie had ever seen, as he put his hands on Adam and Callie and led them from the room. “Come on, team; let’s give our boy some privacy.”
“You don’t have to do this,” Callie said, looking back.
Charlie turned away. “Please. Leave.”
Boricio led them out and shut the door softly behind him.
Charlie turned to Bob. They were alone. 
And only one would leave the room.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 11 — Luca Harding
 
 
“Boy, your dog was really getting worked up,” Paola said.
“He didn’t mean any harm. He’s a good dog,” Luca said, arranging his battleships on the board. 
“He’s cute.” Paola said. Luca looked up to see her smiling. She had a pretty smile.
“What was school like where you were from?” Luca asked Paola, trying to make small talk and avoid any more conversations about scary stuff.
“Sort of boring,” she said. “I just started middle school. I sort of liked it better because we changed classes and teachers, plus the school was bigger so there were more friends to talk to and play with at recess, but it’s still pretty boring.”
“Why is it boring?” Luca asked. “Didn’t you get to learn neat stuff? I was already in division for my Rocket Math. I was almost on Q.”
“No, not really,” she said. “I mean, I guess you’re supposed to learn stuff. But most of what we learned at my new school I already knew when I got there.”
“How come?”
“Because I used to go to this school called Oak Hill, kindergarten through fourth grade. It was really good, but I stopped going two years ago.”
“How come?” Luca asked.
“Because my dad said that only rich people went to that school, and he didn’t want me to be a spoiled brat like most of the girls who went there. But that wasn’t the real reason. Almost all of the girls at Oak Hill were actually really, really nice. I think my dad didn’t want me to go there because he couldn’t afford it, which meant my mom had to pay for it. I don’t think he liked that, even though he wouldn’t admit it.”
“You liked your old school?” Luca asked.
“Actually, I really like my school. The people are nice and I have, or had, a lot of cool friends. It was just boring. I couldn't learn anything there that I couldn't learn from reading books, and I’ve been reading everything I could ever since I knew how.” She looked at Luca. “Do you like to read?”
“Yeah, I just started reading chapter books this year,” he said.
“Oh yeah? What’s your favorite?”
“I started reading Harry Potter, but I didn’t like it very much.”
“You don’t like Harry Potter? Something is definitely wrong with you! What are you reading now?”
“How to Eat Fried Worms. Have you read it?” Luca said.
“No, but I saw the movie. Is the book any good?” 
Luca nodded. “Yeah, I liked the book better than the movie.”
Luca felt Paola trying not to stare, could feel her thinking how odd it was that they looked the same age.
“Don’t be embarrassed,” she said, as though reading his mind. “I know it’s strange, but whatever happened to you only happened because you helped me. That makes it a good thing, right?”
Luca nodded, but felt like he was going to cry. 
“It’s okay!” Paola laughed and gave him a playful slap on the knee. “Everything will be fine.” She changed the subject. “What do you think Dog Vader was so upset about?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ll be able to find out as soon as I fall to sleep.”
“What do you mean?”
“Oh,” Luca said. “You didn’t know? Dog Vader isn’t really a dog.”
“What?!”
“Well, I guess he is a dog, but he’s not just a dog. He’s also an Indian.”
Paola looked at Luca cross-eyed. “An Indian?”
“Yes,” Luca said, “but only when I’m sleeping.” 
“If you’re not messing with me, then you’ll have to tell me everything, starting from the beginning.”
“Dog Vader is a dog and an Indian. Not the kind from the other country, but the ones you’re not supposed to call Indians, Native Americans. He’s the one who led me to Will.”
“And he talks to you in your sleep? Like you and Will talk ... and like you talked to me?”
Luca nodded, staring at his shoes, still embarrassed, though not quite sure why. 
“How do you know you’re not just dreaming something that isn’t really true?” Paola asked.
“Because he’s always right.”
“Oh,” Paola said. “So he’s a psychic dog/Indian?”
“Lunch!” Paola’s mom called from the bar. 
 “What do you think we’re having?” Luca asked.
“Not sure, but I’m guessing something from a can.” Paola gave Luca a weak smile, then said, “Ready?”
“Yes.” Luca slid from the chair and started walking toward the bar beside Paola, when John and Jimmy entered the lobby from the hallway.
Dog Vader started barking again.
BARK ... RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
Luca pet Dog Vader. “It’s okay, boy” he said. “Everything’s okay.”
“Maybe we should put the dog in one of the rooms,” John said.
“No, he’s okay, right, boy?”
BARK ... RUFF RUFF ... BARK ... RUFF RUFF
Desmond said, “Maybe John’s right. Just for lunch. Okay, buddy?”
“Okay,” Luca looked down, then over at Dog Vader. “Come on,” he said, leading him away by the scruff of his neck. 
John said, “I’m going to keep watch on the second floor if you don’t mind. I’m a bit worried about what’s happening outside, and not too hungry.”
“Sure thing, John,” Desmond nodded. 
Luca led Vader to the kitchen, opened the door, gave him a final pat on the head, then said, “See you soon!” and closed the door behind him.
Luca returned to the bar and picked at his food. It would have been good if he was hungry, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Dog Vader, or tease his appetite long enough to swallow.
“Food’s probably going to be a problem, isn’t it Mom?” Paola said.
Mary said, “Maybe, but I think we’ll be able to manage. We have a ton of stuff in cans, and as long as the population is as small as we think it might be, grocery stores will have plenty. We’ll just need to stock up when we can.”
“Are you worried?”
Mary smiled at Paola. “Yes, of course, but I also think we’re going to get through this.” She shook her head. “No, I know we’re going to get through this.” She stopped spreading peanut butter and set the knife on the bar, then reached across the counter top and kissed Paola on her forehead. “I promise, everything will be fine and I’ll always make everything taste as yummy as I can.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about, Mom! You could make anything taste good, even if we have to start eating squirrel!”
“I don’t think we’ll be eating squirrel any time soon, at least I hope not!” Mary looked at Luca’s plate. “You’re not eating anything, sweetheart,” she said. “Just tell me what you want. I’ll make you anything I can.”
She leaned across the bar but Luca only shook his head and said nothing.
Mary’s voice dropped to a whisper and she put her hands over Luca’s. “It’s okay,” she said in a nice mom voice. “Everything will be fine. Are you worried about your dog?”
Luca nodded.
Mary smiled. “How about I make a delicious meal for Dog Vader and something else for you? I’ll put his food in a doggie bag and yours on a tray, then you all can eat in the kitchen with him. Or,” her voice dropped even lower, “if he’s stopped barking, you can bring him out here and he can eat next to you on the bar. Sound good?”
Luca smiled and said okay, then made small talk with Paola while Mary gathered food for the boy and his dog. Cocktail wieners and canned ham for Dog Vader, mac ‘n’  cheese and chips for Luca. 
“Thanks, Mom. That was really cool of you,” Paola said. 
“Thanks, Mrs. Mary.” Luca said. 
“Just Mary,” she said, pushing the lunches across the counter. 
“Do you want to come with me to get Dog Vader?”
“Of course!” Paola said.
They crossed the lobby and entered the kitchen, but Dog Vader wasn’t inside. 
“Lord Vader!” Luca called.
Nothing. 
“Where do you think he went?” Paola asked. 
Luca looked around the room. Dog Vader wasn’t sleeping, and he wasn’t hiding. The freezer door was sealed, but the door leading outside looked like it was open a crack. 
“Look!” Luca pointed at the door. 
“I see it,” Paola said, her tone making his sad spiders start to crawl. 
They heard noises from the other side of the door. 
No barking, no growling and no whines. Only the sounds of tearing, like reams of paper being pulled apart, punctuated by splashes from something thick and wet, and ... chewing.
“Do you want me to go get Desmond?” 
Luca shook his head and started walking toward the door.
“Are you sure?” Paola repeated.
Luca didn’t answer, just kept inching toward the door a half step at a time until he stepped outside to find his dog.
Outside, Luca didn’t cry. He couldn't; the horror was too much to react in any way other than stare. 
Dog Vader was in a dozen pieces, with everything from his head to paws getting torn, chewed and mangled, before being cast to the concrete in bits of meat and bloody fur. Two of the monsters were fighting over what looked like Lord Vader’s front leg, while another was crouched on its knees, dipping its face into the dog’s guts.
Pools of blood ran from Vader to Luca’s feet.
The monster that was eating Dog Vader’s stomach, stopped, then looked at Luca and smiled, revealing dozens of sharp, blackened, blood stained teeth. It suddenly shot up to a standing position. It was at least 7 feet tall.
Paola screamed. “Come on, Luca, we have to go now!”
Luca stood frozen. 
Paola wrapped both arms around him, pulled him into the kitchen, then slammed the door behind them and slid the lock closed. 
“Mommy!” she screamed.
Luca sank to the floor and cried. 
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 12 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Ed opened his eyes to a new visitor. 
Two people were in his room, Sullivan and someone new. The new man was short, older, with graying, curly hair and dark, brooding eyes beneath thick, dark glasses. He wore a long-sleeved, light-blue shirt with gray slacks.
Scientist. Name is Williams.
Wait, how the fuck do I know that?
“Hello Mr. Keenan,” said Sullivan. “How are you feeling today?”
Today? A day has passed?
“This is Mr. Williams. He’d like to ask you some questions.”
“Great, my favorite game,” Ed said, as he pondered how he knew the man’s name. “And I’m still waiting for answers. Where is my daughter? Where is ... ”
Shit, what is her name?
Ed’s head was fuzzy. The pregnant girl’s name was on the tip of his tongue.
Tongue ... Tuh ... Teagan!
“Where’s Teagan?”
“I’m afraid we had to move her somewhere ... safer.” Williams said in a slight British accent. “As for your daughter, she’s nearby. Don’t worry; we’re taking great care of her. We told her you were receiving a few medical tests and some treatment, so she isn’t too worried.”
“How thoughtful of you,” Ed said. “Where are we? Where’s Teagan? What’s the danger here?”
“In due time, Mr. Keenan. It is Mr. Keenan, correct?” Williams said, peering down at his clipboard and flipping to the next page.
“Yes, Edward Keenan.”
“And you’re certain of that?”
“Of course,” Ed said, annoyed, rubbing his temples raw.
“Are you okay?” Williams asked.
“Just a headache, it’ll pass.”
“Do you get headaches a lot?” Williams asked.
“What are you, some kind of doctor?”
“Actually, yes,” Williams said, “you can say that. Now, about those headaches. Do you get them a lot? How long have you been getting them?”
“I dunno, on and off most of my life. Migraines, a doc told me. Used to be worse when I was younger.”
“Do you have any other symptoms?”
“Is this a fucking physical?” Ed asked, agitation growing. “I told you my name. Said I’ll cop to whatever you want. Toss me in lockup; throw away the key. I don’t give a shit anymore. Let’s get on with it already.”
“Why would we want to lock you up?” Williams asked.
Ed stared, confused. His head felt like it was going to crack from the growing pressure. His vision blurred and for a moment, Williams had become two rather than one. Ed squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head, then opened them back to minor blurring.
“Are you serious?” Ed said. “You don’t have any idea who I am or what I’ve done?”
“No. Why don’t you tell us.”
“Everything, from the beginning,” Sullivan added.
“My name is Edward Keenan, I work for The Agency. Well, I did, until something happened.”
“The Agency?” Sullivan asked, “You mean the CIA?”
“Yes. Well, a division within it, which you probably never heard of. If you want to know more than that, you’ll need to speak to my superiors. Assuming any are left out there. By the way, while we’re in the Q & A section of this game, mind telling me what the hell happened out there to everyone?”
The two men stared at each other for an uncomfortably long moment.
“What do you think happened?” Williams asked.
“Jesus Christ, can’t you people answer anything?” Ed sighed, rolling his head back.
“I was on a plane,” he said, trying to remember exact details, but his thoughts grew fuzzier as the pain in his head intensified. It sounded like bees were buzzing behind his ears.
“When?” asked Williams.
“When what?” Ed asked, confused.
“When were you on the plane?”
“I don’t know, a few nights ago. Late Friday, early Saturday morning.”
Williams flipped some papers on his clipboard, then said, “On the 15th?”
“Yeah, I guess.” Ed said, thoughts slurred like he was drunk or something.
The two men exchanged another glance. Though his head was pounding and the men who grabbed him were with the government in some capacity, Ed no longer thought they were Agency. At least not his division. Their confusion seemed suddenly sincere. Knowing that made it easier to comply and answer their annoying questions.
“I fell asleep. When I woke, the plane had crashed, and I somehow survived. When I went to see if anyone else had made it, there was no one. No bodies, no survivors. It was like I was the only one on the plane when it crashed.”
“Then what?” Sullivan said.
“The world was a ghost town, no matter where I went. I grabbed a truck and started to drive. That’s when I ran into the girl, Teagan. She said she was in the back seat while her parents were driving home from vacation. Something happened, she said, this black cloud or something in the car, and the next thing she knew, her mom and dad vanished.”
“Vanished? Can you elaborate?” Williams asked.
For a moment, Ed was drawing a blank, as if someone had deleted the memory from his head. And then, the next moment, it was back, in full clarity.
Ed continued, “One second there, and when the cloud disappeared, so did they. Anything more, you’ve got to ask her. Like I said, I wasn’t there. And I didn’t see anyone on the plane vanish, though I assume they did, because I was sleeping.”
“What else can you tell us about yourself, Mr. Keenan? Are you married?”
“Yes.”
“And your wife’s name?”
Ed paused for a moment, not sure why it was important. But the intel wasn’t classified, and their split was public record in the Agency. “Julie. We split a few years ago.”
“And Jade is your daughter?”
“Yes.”
The two men looked at each other again, and finally Ed ran out of patience.
“Okay, I told you everything you’ve asked me. Now, it’s your turn to answer some questions.”
“Fair enough, Mr. Keenan,” Williams said, “But we’re not at liberty to say much more than we have.”
“Fuck that,” Ed said, “Then find me someone who can answer questions.”
“We’ve arranged that,” Williams said, “Someone will be in to speak with you shortly, and they’ll answer all your questions. In the meantime, I’d like to thank you for your cooperation.”
“Can you at least tell me where the hell we are?” Ed asked.
Williams looked at Sullivan, who nodded. 
Williams said, “You’re at Black Island Research Facility.”
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 13 — Brent Foster
 
 
Brent had never been happier to see a ferry.
They raced to the docks, duffels in hand, loaded with supplies and the smaller weapons Luis had on hand. They weren’t carrying weapons on their person for fear of being mistaken for threats in what would likely be a clamped-down ferry ride to Black Island.
They were met by four armed men in black uniforms with unfamiliar emblems on their shoulders, standing guard at the end of the dock where the ferry was tied. The men were wearing some sort of masks. They seemed like military to Brent, which was a good sign because they could likely handle the aliens, if any more showed up.
But something about the soldiers caused an uneasy feeling to creep through Brent’s insides.
“Please put your bags down and stand with your arms in the air,” one of the men said through his mask.
All four rifles were on them.
“We’re just here for the ride to Black Island. We heard the radio broadcast,” Brent explained.
As they set their bags down, one of the soldiers stepped forward, rifle no longer aimed at them, but at the ready.
“Have any of you been bitten?” the soldier asked.
Jane and Emily shook their heads and said “No.” Brent did the same. Luis had no response.
What? Why is he saying no?
“Sir, please respond; were any of you bitten?”
Luis glanced at Brent, then shook his head no.
Why are you lying? 
Brent’s uneasiness escalated. 
“I need you all to remove your clothing, all of it, and step forward, to this man right here,” the soldier said, pointing to a fifth man in black, who was standing at the dock entrance. The man had no gun, but instead, some sort of high-tech looking flashlight. “Step forward one at a time, as I call you,” the man said.
“Our clothing?” Jane asked, “Why?”
“Just do it,” one of the men snapped, in a voice unwilling to compromise or coddle.
Jane undressed Emily, who asked, “Why are we getting naked?”
“It’s okay,” Jane said. “It’s okay, baby.”
Luis glanced at Brent, shaking his head, almost in accusation that Brent should have let him leave.
They undressed, each of them stripped not only of their clothing, but their dignity at the hands of the soldiers. Brent’s guts were turning as he exchanged another glance with Luis, trying to apologize with mere expression.
A soldier came and collected their clothing, throwing it into a large, thick, black plastic bag. “You’ll get assigned new clothing on the ferry,” a soldier said.
Assigned? Like prisoners?
“The kid.” A soldier barked. “Send her forward.”
Emily took a hesitant step forward, and Jane attempted to follow.
“Just the girl,” the main guy snapped, aiming his rifle at Jane.
“Mommy, I’m scared,” Emily called out, not wanting to move.
“Go!” the soldier snapped, pointing for Emily to step forward.
“It’s okay,” Jane said, clutching her arms across her chest. “Mommy’s right here.”
Emily approached the man with the weird light device. He turned it on. It seemed like a black light, except the light was a deeper, truer, brighter blue. He waved the wand over Emily’s entire body, head to toe.
“She’s clear,” the light-wand guy said. One of the armed soldiers put a black gloved hand on Emily’s shoulder and led her to a spot right at the steps. The man handed the girl a black blanket to wrap around herself.
“You,” the guy in charge said, pointing at Jane.
She stepped up, then closed her eyes. As the wand went over her chest, something buzzed, and a light on the device went red.
The gunmen immediately turned to Jane, rifles aimed at her.
Emily cried out, sensing the danger, and tried to run toward her mom. The soldier next to her grabbed her, dropped to a knee to lower himself, and held back the child.
“What’s wrong?” Jane cried.
That’s when Brent noticed the scar running down the center of her chest; Brent figured from heart surgery.
The soldier with the light turned some dials on the device, then ran the light over her again, slowing when he reached her chest. The red lights didn’t go off this time.
“Okay,” he said, “clear. Please move forward.”
Jane joined her daughter, face red with either anger or embarrassment. Jane took Emily from the soldier’s arms and picked her up, holding her tight. She was also given a blanket to wrap herself in.
Luis stood in front of Brent, next in line. Brent looked over Luis, trying to see any signs of the things Luis had seen under his skin. Luis’s left arm spasmed, twice. Luis stared straight ahead, either not noticing or trying to hide the spasms.
Brent’s heart pounded hard as he glanced around at the gunmen, each of their rifles aimed at him and Luis. If something went down, they couldn’t do a thing. No Rambo-like theatrics or last stands in Times Square. They’d be shot down like prisoners in old war footage Brent had seen years ago. 
“Okay, you’re next,” the man in charge said, using his rifle to point at Luis, and then to the man with the light.
Brent swallowed.
Luis glanced back at Brent. “Keep believing,” he said to Brent.
“Sir, please step forward.”
Keep believing? That he’ll be okay? Or is that a goodbye message, to keep believing I’ll find my family?
This was all happening too fast. Brent glanced at Jane and Emily, standing helpless, rifles aimed at them, the girl crying and clutching her mother, who could do nothing to truly protect her against men with guns.
Luis stepped toward the man in the light, but before he got there, he stopped, turned to the man in charge, and said, “I’ve been bitten.”
Brent felt his stomach drop.
The soldiers all aimed their rifles at Luis in unison. The man in charge yelled into a radio in his mask, “We’ve got an infected!”
On the ferry, Brent saw four more men with guns appear, forming a barrier to prevent anyone from rushing onto the boat.
“When were you bitten?” the man with the light asked, keeping his distance from Luis.
“Yesterday, mid-morning.”
“Jesus!” one of the soldiers said.
“Code red!” the man in charge yelled, panic in his eyes, and two soldiers rushed at Luis, rifles aimed, then shot him. Once in the head, a second shot ripped through his chest. Luis fell to the ground before anyone had a chance to protest. Another man in black came from the boat holding a large device which Brent didn’t recognize until it shot flames which engulfed Luis’ body.
Brent stared in horror, helpless, stunned, tears flooding his eyes, mouth agape. 
Jane and Emily screamed, as the gunmen turned to Brent. He barely saw them, eyes transfixed on the fire.
“Have you been bitten?” the man in charge asked, snapping Brent’s attention back to the threat before him.
“No,” Brent shook his head, taking a deep breath. “I swear.”
“Move forward.”
Brent moved to the man with the light. As the man ran the light over Brent’s feet, Brent stared at the burning man that had been his friend. And who had saved his life.
I’m so sorry.
A creeping fear burrowed into Brent’s brain. 
What if I somehow got infected by Luis? They’ll just shoot me dead right here. No questions asked. 
And I’ll never see Ben or Gina again.
And that’s when he remembered the truck in his pants pocket, which was now gone with the clothes, sealed up in a bag, destined for God knows where.
Stanley Train! 
Tears now flowed down his face as his last physical tether to his child and the world before had been severed.
The light moved up, now at his knees. Brent held his breath, dreading the red lights or buzzing sound. The light was now at his waist, and the device made a noise that sounded like interference. Emily cried out. Brent closed his eyes.
Please, God, don’t let me die here. Please, I beg you. I just want to see my family again.
The interference grew louder, and Brent swallowed, certain he was drawing his final breath as he stared at the fire that might soon take him.
The man lowered the light, then went back over the spot. No noise. He finished the sweep, then told Brent to join the others.
Brent released a sigh of relief as he walked to Jane and Emily and was given a blanket.
“We’re going to Black Island Research Facility,” the man in charge said. “You will not bring any belongings with you. You will be checked once every eight hours for infection for the next three days. If you show positive, you will be shot and incinerated. We cannot allow any infection at the facility, is that understood?”
Brent and Jane said yes. Emily continued crying.
“Let’s get out of here,” the man said.
As they moved forward, Brent looked back one last time at the burning corpse.
You were right, buddy.
 
 * * * *
 



Chapter 14 — Jim Martin
 
 
Jim was surprised to find himself missing television. Not that he’d regularly watched much TV to begin with. Though the blue light beamed from thin, black boxes in nearly every room in his old house, he’d never held much of an interest, even as a kid.
Sure, he loved the best the idiot box had to offer: LOST and 24, plus cool cable shows like Dexter, The Walking Dead, and Breaking Bad, but most TV was crap and he knew it, made by producers who pulled the levers at the Crap Factory. Reality shows were cheaper than decent drama, and money meant more than legacy, so crap kept piling on top of crap until 1,000 channels were broadcasting little but stink.
Jim would rather read, or watch a good movie. He loved stories, adventure, the never knowing what would happen next. TV was too predictable. Sure, movies were mostly formulaic, too, and so were books for that matter, but the thing good books and movies had that bad TV didn’t were the quality of the questions they asked. 
Even the cheesiest sci-fi books, done well, left you with questions of who we are and where we came from, or even better, where we’re going and how we might get there. 
But Jim wasn’t craving questions now; he wanted pure, unadulterated junk TV like sugary cereal on a Saturday morning spent watching cartoons — back when there were decent cartoons on TV, that was.
He made a face at the blank screen in his hotel room where he’d gone to try and take a nap even though it wasn’t even 1 p.m. “Oh, TV, why hast thou abandoned me in my hour of need?” 
Nobody was around to appreciate his humor, so he laughed at his own joke, then headed to the bar, to pour himself a drink. Then he thought better of alcohol, and headed toward the stairwell instead. Jim didn’t care for drinking, not much anyway. Weed was much better. Alcohol usually made him sad, or sleepy. Herb expanded his mind, got him to ponder the size of the universe and his place in it. And other times, it made him laugh his ass off. But never did he have a bad weed experience or wake up wishing he’d not smoked so much.
Some comedian once said if weed were a legal drug marketed on TV, it would be called “Fuck it All” or something, which seemed appropriate — it helped him to ignore the shit that everyone else stressed out about, and think about bigger picture sorts of stuff. Important stuff.
Jim decided to head to the second-story window, which had the best view of the parking lot. Might as well watch the sea of bleakers while enjoying a bowl or two. As he climbed the stairs, he pulled the baggie from his pocket and sighed.
Shit, not much left. 
Jim had enjoyed a steady diet of daily doses since he first turned 15 and Walter Hawking gave him a dime bag to celebrate. He had never even considered a future without weed. He would need to find more. And after that, he’d need to learn how to grow the shit.
Farmer Jim in da house.
Jim opened the door to the second floor and was surprised to find the window view occupied by Buzz Kill John Boy himself. Fuck me. 
Jim had hoped to run into Will again, with whom he had shared some weed earlier and had a great conversation. The likelihood of John providing an interesting conversation was about the same as Jim running into a frightened supermodel in need of some companionship tomorrow.
John turned back to Jim and then back to the scene outside, without saying a word. Though it was lunch time, the world outside was darker than midnight. Heavy, swirling, black clouds churned low in the sky. 
“That is fucking awesome,” Jim said.
“It is, isn’t it?” John said, with the hint of a smile on his lips. “So why aren’t you eating lunch with the others?”
“Wanted to smoke myself into oblivion and take a nap if we’re not leaving this place.”
“Is that how that works?” John asked. 
Jim laughed. “No, not really. But this latest stuff does seem to make me sleepy. It’s called Jade, from my buddy Walter. He gets it from California because his older brother lives out there. He’s trying to be an actor, or was trying anyway. He uses his medicinal marijuana card to make ends meet, including weekly shipments back home to Walter. Big business, at least for a high-schooler. They split the money, 50/50. Walter wanted to buy a car, but figured even if his parents were stupid, they weren’t too stupid to believe he could afford a new X-Terra just from mowing lawns, so he’s been stashing cash for two years. For all the good it did him.” 
John continued to stare, silent. 
Jim sprinkled a few dried buds into the basin of his pipe. “Even though he always gave me a deal and a half, I was still one of Wally’s best customers. Of course, looks like I’m gonna need a new hookup now! Oh shit, I should’ve thought to raid Wally’s house! I would’ve had enough shit to last me at least a couple months. Hell, maybe enough for all of us, knowing what Wally had stashed away!”
Jim laughed and looked at John, trying to draw him into friendly conversation, but he may as well have been alone. John just stared out the window, casting an occasional glance at Jim, more curious than irritated, though laced with something else Jim couldn’t place. 
He’d seen the look before, mostly exaggerated on the expressions of bad guys in cheesy B-movies. Same look on John’s face, but it didn’t fit, like a turtle shell on a cat. The guy may have been anal with a capital A, and a bit of a douche the past few days, but he didn’t have a mean bone in his body.
“You know,” Jim said, “I’m not even really sure this is Jade. Wally always gets these cool names from his brother: Mace Windu, Blue Dream, Hippie Crippler, but hell, how would we know? I think his brother probably buys crap weed and changes the names. You really should give this a try,” he offered the pipe to John. “I bet it makes you feel a lot better than you’re expecting in less time than you imagine it could. And without the hangover.” Jim smiled. “Temporary, but nice while it lasts.”
Jim flicked his lighter. The quiet crackle of curling leaves sent a thin plume of bitter smoke swirling through the air. He drew the smoke into his lungs with a double barrel inhale, then held his breath for an impossibly long time, partly showing off, then blew the smoke in a frothy jet that settled against the glass like frost.
“Good ... shit.” Jim said, pounding his chest. “Come on, man, lighten up. Give it a try. You’ve got no idea what you’re missing. And seriously, this is the last of my stash. I should get a blue ribbon or medal for even offering.”
John narrowed his eyes and held his gaze, long enough to make Jim think he was about to get a lecture. Finally, John held out his hand, palm open. 
“What do I do?” 
Jim grinned ear to ear. He should have handed John the pipe and pot right there, but that wasn’t his style under the best of circumstances, and certainly wouldn’t do when delivering the details of such an important process to a weed virgin. 
“Believe it or not,” Jim said, “there’s a science to smoking. You want to get as high as you can with the smallest amount possible. Forget what you’ve been told by The Man; marijuana is a fucking miracle plant. You can grow it, chop it, make paper, wood, fabric or whatever. Plus, of course, you can smoke it, cook it, even simmer it in oil or steep it in  alcohol to prime it for ingestion.” Jim looked at John with professorial authority. “Now, it’s not water soluble, so if you eat it raw, you’ll only end up scrubbing your insides with a loofah you have to pay for by the ounce. Believe me, bro; a bran muffin is way cheaper. You ever smoke a regular cigarette?”
John took a second to think, then shook his head no. 
“Too bad, because it’s pretty much the same thing, except when you’re done smoking ganja, you feel happy and creative, instead of swearing you'll quit tomorrow. I don’t have rolling papers so I’m using this.” Jim held the pipe between two fingers, then refilled the bowl with a few more dried leaves.
“Light it, then inhale. Like this.” Jim drew on the pipe’s stem, pulling the smoke into his lungs with another bottomless breath, then blew it out, turning his head and sending the plume into the hallway behind them. “Hold it in as long as you like, then let it out. When your mind starts swimming, it’s time to stop smoking. Keep going, and it’s just a waste of weed, especially when it comes to the hydroponic shit. Of course, there are a million theories about the ideal length of time to hold your smoke, how big a hit you should take, whether you should stand or sit, and just about any variable you can think of. But I like to keep it simple — breathe in, breathe out, and be merry.”
If that wasn’t a bumper sticker already, Jim thought it should be. Breathe in, breathe out, be merry.
Jim sprinkled a few more fresh leaves into the basin, then handed John the pipe and lighter. John put it to his lips, flicked the lighter and lit the leaves as Jim had done. 
“Since you’re not used to smoking, you’re probably gonna hack a bit, no big,” Jim said. “Just hold it in as long as you can.”
Jim was enjoying the look on John’s face, somewhere in the middle of ignorance and intrigue, when the bones beneath his face suddenly shifted.
What the fuck? Jim was startled, and jumped back, unable to hide his reaction.
This is weed, not ‘shrooms. I have to be imagining things. 
John blew a stream of smoke into the air, then placed the stem to his lips and lit the basin again, ignoring Jim’s reaction. John was holding his breath for a few seconds when the bones in his face started to move in a wave beneath the surface of his skin a second time. 
“Dude, what the fuck? Your face just ... ” 
Jim took a step back, staring at John.
“What ... the?” he stammered. 
John’s eyes widened, but his lips were sealed in a rising smile. 
Jim fell back toward the hotel room door behind him, then turned and put his hand on the handle. He turned the knob, then heard a voice from behind him. 
“Dude, what the fuck? Your face just ...What ... the?” 
It was Jim’s voice, as if the thing that wasn’t John was trying it on for size.
Jim tried to scream, but the attempt died inside him as the thing grabbed him by the back of his neck so hard, he thought it would rip his spine right out of his body like in Mortal Combat or something.
Jim whimpered as the John the monster spun him around and pushed him into the hotel room, threw him to the ground, and fell atop him, hand crushing Jim’s throat as Jim squirmed and struggled to break free.
“No escape,” the thing that wasn’t John said as it put a hand over Jim’s head and sent a sharp pain through his whole body.
Jim wanted to scream, beg for his life, say something! But he was paralyzed, unable to move, breathe, or even swallow. Panic coursed through him like fire, lighting his entire body with a million messages to run, flee, escape, fight, breathe, but his body ignored them all.
His open eyes began to dry out as the thing that wasn’t John bent down, picked him up, and threw him over his shoulders like a sack of laundry. Jim’s face bounced off of John’s back as he carried him into another room, then slung him into a tub. Jim’s head slammed into the bottom of the tub with a loud echo. He couldn’t feel the pain, but imagined there had to be a lot of blood.
He was fading.
As the world dimmed at the edges, the last thing he saw was the thing that was not John look down at him and close the shower curtain.
 
* * * *
 



Chapter 15 — Edward Keenan
 
 
Ed’s headache worsened while he sat and waited for the “answer guy.”
His head pounded, and his memories continued to grow fuzzy. Mostly small things, like the street he lived on, the car he drove, his favorite brand of toothpaste. He could see them in his mind, but had to focus to draw them forth. However, the harder he focused, the more intense his headache grew. And the more his vision blurred.
He was beginning to wonder if he’d suffered some sort of head trauma in the plane crash. Unlike movies, where people were hit on the head and knocked out on a routine basis, with little to no lingering side effects, actual head trauma was different. A blow to the head could be initially dismissed while internal bleeding caused swelling in the skull, which could kill you.
I don’t wanna die like this.
I want to see Jade. And Teagan. 
Ed decided that no matter who came into the room to see him next, he would demand to see Jade. He had to know she was okay. And if Teagan wasn’t nearby, he would demand to know where she was, too. And he wanted proof.
Of course, he was hardly in a position to make demands. But he’d make them anyway. He could tell by how they handled his interrogation, that he was better trained than these people were. Given time, he could win them over through persuasion. The only question was whether his touch would be gentle or firm.
Assuming, of course, that the killer headache went away. And that he had enough time to work his magic.
Alone time with the mirror had forced Ed to ponder some of the shit he’d done over the past few years. How he’d neglected his family. How he’d been ruthless in executing orders. How he’d let so much of his life pass him by with barely a memory set aside for posterity. And the worst part was, if anyone were to have asked Ed what things meant the most to him in life, he would never have said The Agency. Not if he were answering honestly.
The list would have comprised of his daughter, his wife, and living a normal family life. Not this shit.
He had no real past with Jade. He wasn’t about to miss his opportunity to build a future.
If they could get out of this place.
 
The door opened, and Sullivan entered.
“Are you ready, Mr. Keenan?”
“Yes,” Ed said.
Footsteps outside the door grew louder. 
A man entered the room. 
Ed’s heart nearly stopped beating.
He stared in confusion, unable to look away.
In front of Ed was a man who could have been his identical twin, looking exactly the same, except for much nicer fabric that hung from his frame.
Sullivan spoke, “Edward Keenan, meet Dr. Edward Keenan.”
 
 
* * * *
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APOCALYPSE DRIFT by Joe Nobody
 

 



Foreword
 
History is full of examples where the collapse of society has brought about significant changes in government, social interaction and the day-to-day life of humanity. To the people of Rome, the decline of the empire must have seemed like the end of the world. To the residents of Berlin in 1945, the city’s fall to the Soviet’s army represented anarchy. Often times, the mere threat of an apocalyptic event has provided a catalyst for change. One such example is President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, which in part served to keep European powers out of the civil war. The Union was struggling at the time of its writing in 1862, and Lincoln feared a Confederacy bolstered by help from overseas. A threat of collapse initiated a change. 
            Dystopian fiction often plays a role of “what if,” in our modern society. Orwell’s classic, 1984, exposed an entire segment of the population to what life would be like living under an intrusive government that ignored individual liberties. 
            While writing Apocalypse Drift, I wanted to explore more than what most experts consider a realistic scenario of collapse - a cyber-attack on the infrastructure of the United States. Survival on a small boat is a viable option that many have never considered. I also felt a strong urge to provide a solution, a fix born of desperation that corrected the nation’s course. Just as Lincoln’s executive order was partially motivated by the possibility of defeat, the changes proposed in Drift are driven by the instincts of survival.
            Finally, I composed Drift with the intent of creating a tome that could be shared by the entire family. My purpose was to create a tale that could be enjoyed, discussed and dissected by readers young and old. If Drift were a movie, it would be rated G.



Prologue
 
Virginia Countryside
November 2016
 
The vast majority of leaves had fallen early this year, covering the forest floor with uneven ripples of burnt orange and soiled brown. Bare limbs and branches exposed the Virginia sky, now a bleached, cobalt gray, peppered with low rolling clouds – formations that a vivid imagination might paint as the ribs of some giant, heavenly beast. The steely sky and hibernating forest outside closely mimicked the uninviting atmosphere inside the van. Colorless, cold and practically devoid of sound, two men sat in silence, keeping vigil.
The minivan was about as dirt plain and common as it could be. Other than the darker-than-usual tint on the side panels of glass, there was nothing significant or noteworthy about the vehicle. It was like millions of such cars driven every day by families all across America. Even the color had been carefully selected – paint that appeared gold, or perhaps brown, maybe even tan in different light. The nondescript transport would be difficult for any witness to describe, let alone pinpoint an identifying characteristic. 
Of Asian descent, the sentinels were in their mid-twenties and in excellent physical condition. Both wore custom-tailored suit jackets, complete with hand-sewn pleats to accommodate the holstered pistols beneath. Each man wore tight calfskin gloves that hadn’t been removed since leaving their hotel room that morning. This was a precaution born purely of habit, since neither man’s fingerprints were stored in any database, foreign or domestic. Both wanted to keep it that way, and besides, the gloves provided minimal warmth against the colder than normal November dusk. 
The tone of a cell phone disturbed the calm. The prepaid, featureless unit had been purchased at a drugstore less than three hours ago with cash. The driver glanced at the device and pressed the green button, immediately moving the speaker to his ear.
“Five minutes,” a male voice said in Mandarin.
The driver hit the red button, ending the call and then nodded at his passenger. 
Precisely four minutes later, the van started. Making sure the headlights were switched off, the driver pulled the shift lever and slowly rolled down the abandoned, gravel lane where they were lurking. 
A short distance in front of them laid the crest of a rise. Four hundred meters further and down a gradual slope, a blacktop county road wound its way through the remote countryside. The driver stopped the van just as the pavement came into view.
Right on time, the roadway below was illuminated by the glow of headlights, soon followed by a passing white Honda sedan. A few seconds later, the van pulled onto the asphalt, allowing for a suitable expanse of time and distance.  
Hugging the shadows, the van tailed the white car. The operators knew exactly where the vehicle was going, who was driving, and why it was heading to the remote farmhouse. In fact, they knew practically everything about the young lady who steered the compact car through the rural countryside. Their purpose tonight was to add one remaining piece of critical information to her extensive dossier.

Susan Wilkes zipped around the curves a little faster than normal. The traffic from Fairfax had been atrocious, and she detested arriving at the farm after the sun set. Lee would join her later, having the longer journey from Alexandria. 
The thought of Lee’s inevitable grumbling about traffic gridlock actually put a smile on her lips. When she reached the country house, she would heat water and set out the makings for tea. A steaming cup of ginseng brew would serve to mellow both of them after the hectic workweek and stressful commute to escape the city. The twenty-something computer specialist could barely believe her luck. She felt a sense of optimism that Lee might be Mr. Right. Until recently, Susie’s dates had been with Mr. Right Now. 
Maneuvering through the next curve, she recalled the first time Lee invited her to this retreat. Even though they had been dating for several weeks, she was cautious in accepting his offer. She couldn’t help but hope that ultimately Lee and she would share a more permanent commitment. Was it too early for the two of them to spend a romantic weekend alone?  
Initially, she’d considered it odd that such a metropolitan guy needed to “get away from it all and enjoy the fresh air of the countryside.” It seemed unusual that such an experienced, well-traveled representative of a major Chinese trade organization would choose a rural property for a weekend sanctuary. His confessed love of horses was the clincher, the shy admission being both boyish and romantic. Growing up, Susie had always been fascinated by all things equestrian. Now she’d found someone who rekindled those childhood dreams. The wistful expression on her face betrayed her realization, “A guy like that doesn’t come along every day.” 
Susie hoped that a relationship based on their shared interests would overcome Lee’s traditional expectations of her.  
She understood Lee’s perspective was based on the incongruence between her progressive spirit and her physical appearance. “You’re a paradox,” he once told her. “You look and move like the most beautiful Chinese girl I’ve ever seen, yet you act, think and speak like an American.”
“I’m an American,” she had responded in her best country accent. “One hundred percent born and bred. If you’re looking for one of those subservient Asian girls, you’re barking up the wrong tree, cowboy.”
Susie’s mother escaped China as a teenage girl in 1989. Her grandparents were political dissidents, and the Catholic Church had smuggled the family out of the country. A short time later, The United States granted asylum to the refugees. 
Susie’s father was an American who met and fell in love with her mother in a college freshman English course. The two waited until after graduation to exchange vows, their first child debuting about a year later. With almond-shaped, mocha eyes and silky dark tresses, there was no doubt of Susan Li Wilkes’ ancestry. Her mother’s contribution to the gene pool dominated the girl’s physical features, her slight build, and creamy skin indicative of generations of striking oriental women. Her father wasn’t completely left out of her DNA sequence - Sue’s strong-willed streak of independence being attributed to his influence.
Growing up in the suburbs of the nation’s capital, Susie populated her slight expanse of urban sprawl with three rescued pups, a tabby cat, and two hamsters. Remembering an elementary school field trip to a working farm, she could still picture the beautiful horses that were the highlight of the outing. Then there had been Maryon, a college roommate whose family owned a stable. Sue smiled broadly, thinking about that summer spent riding and caring for the steeds. It had been hard, sweaty work, but she had loved every minute of it. 
A stop sign made her focus on the here and now. After passing through the intersection, she wondered why she had ignored the interest since. “Life,” she said to herself, “Life came rolling along and didn’t leave time. Graduation…career…no time left to think about horses.”  
A short distance from the farm, Susie's mind drifted to an oft-visited subject – the possibility of a long-term future with Lee. Strikingly handsome, business savvy, and generous to a fault, he liked to surprise her with little gifts for no apparent reason. Never before had she met a man with whom she had so much in common. Susie had been waiting for a table at her favorite restaurant when Lee struck up a conversation with her. Turned out he was a fan of nouvelle cuisine, too. Sue was learning ink-and-wash landscape painting – a collection of the same artistic genre graced the walls of Lee’s apartment.  
“I never thought I would find someone who shared so many of my interests,” she whispered to herself. “Maybe this is a sign that we are destined to be together.” Before she could finish the thought, the brown and green mailbox announcing the farm’s driveway came into the distant glow of the headlights.
Susie flipped on her turn signal despite the isolation, slowly negotiating the driveway.
Nestled in the foothills of the easternmost Appalachian Mountains, the farm was 40 acres of light forest and rolling meadow. The white clapboard home sported a broad[EI1] [EI2] , front porch, complete with a set of green metal chairs. Three huge oaks sprawled across the front yard, a few of the massive branches easy candidates for a rope swing. To the rear of the home sat a large barn, accented with a traditional metal roof and fire engine red paint. Whitewashed picket fences faded off into the dusk beyond the range of the Honda’s headlights. A single florescent bulb, mounted high on a telephone pole, created a broad circle of light, shining down on the pebbly drive and parking area.
Susie parked in her usual spot and dug in her purse for the keys. She hit the button to open the trunk and retrieved the small overnight bag that held all her needs for the weekend. One of the horses whinnied from the barn, no doubt hearing the activity by the house. 
For a moment, Sue was tempted to go to the barn first. It was probably Baygirl who had sounded off – the chestnut mare being her favorite. No, she thought, I’ll give her an apple later. Right now, I want to change out of these clothes and heat the tea water before Lee gets here.
Susie retrieved her bag and slung it alongside her purse. As she strolled toward the back door, the slight noise of a shoe scuffing on gravel startled her. She started to turn toward the sound when the world went black.

“Lee” had actually been at the farmhouse all that day. His name wasn’t Lee; he didn’t work for any import business, and he wasn’t from Washington. He was Chinese. Lee opened the back door, glad the waiting was finally over, this long mission near its end.
The two men from the van carried Susie into the kitchen via armpits and ankles, the slight girl’s weight hardly perceptible to either man. They headed to the master bedroom and ungraciously flopped the young woman onto the double bed. A sheet of plastic had been spread across the otherwise bare mattress; four strands of nylon cord were used to secure her limbs to the corners.
“She will wake in approximately ten minutes,” informed the passenger from the van. “Her head will clear. You should administer the first injection before she is conscious for the best effect.”
The driver nodded to the bedside table where a black bag rested, its sinister contents appearing out of place in contrast to the crisp, white lace doily. “Use no more than 4mg of the serum every six hours or her heart will stop. The needles are an extra fine gauge so the puncture will be difficult to detect. Remember to use the salve on each jab immediately afterwards. She is healthy, so evidence of the injections should resolve quickly.”
Lee nodded his understanding, and without further conversation, the men left the house. Lee watched as the first man drove off in Susie’s Honda. He was immediately followed by his associate, driving the van. They pulled out of the driveway without even a backward glance.
Returning to the master, Lee picked up a syringe and drew 3mg of a brownish liquid into the tube. He lifted Susie’s skirt to mid-thigh and injected the entire dose into the muscle of her leg. He placed the needle back on the table and then moved a chair to the bedside, waiting on the results of his handiwork.

Swimming colors and swirling clouds crowded Susie’s field of vision. Her stomach felt warm and comfortable; her limbs were numb. It was a few moments before she realized her eyes were closed, but that was okay. The scenery unfolding before her was spectacular and unlike anything she had ever seen.
Eventually, curiosity crept into her mind, and she opened her eyes to see what wonders that would bring. She found Lee sitting beside her, a look of concern on his face.
“Hi,” her voice sounding whispery in her own ears, “what’s going on?”
“I’m glad you’re finally awake,” he said in a serious tone. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”
“Ohhhh,” she cooed, “I’m just fine. As a matter of fact, I’ve never felt better. Not to complain, but how did I end up in here?”
“Well, I’m not really sure, but I think one of the horses must have kicked you in the head. I found you lying in the barn. I couldn’t get cell service out here to call for help, so I carried you into the house to take care of you.”
Susie had an overwhelming sense of well-being, coupled with a mental fog that made unscrambling Lee’s story impossible. She wanted to move her arm and touch her head, but the limb wouldn’t respond. It took a bit of effort, but she eventually managed to look toward her right wrist, noting it was bound. She then checked her other limbs, finding them all in a similar state. She smiled knowingly. “Why Lee, I didn’t know you were so kinky.”
Lee grunted, but kept his voice serious. “I had to restrain you, Susie. You were convulsing and thrashing around. I was afraid you would hurt yourself.”
Again, his comment bewildered the girl. She was trying to sort it all out, but the drug flowing through her veins made concentrating impossible. She decided to close her eyes and succumb to the pretty color show again.

Throughout the night and all day Saturday, the injections continued to violate Susie’s body. Her mind became foggier, as the dosage was gradually increased. Lee fed her crackers with water, the prescribed method for keeping her brain euphoric, untroubled about hunger or thirst. The restraints had become unnecessary, and blankets were issued. There were even a few comical, bumbling adventures involving the bathroom.
By late Saturday afternoon, the Chinese man believed her mental state had decayed to the point that she would believe almost anything. He sat in the bedside chair and gently rubbed his prisoner’s cheek to bring her into the here and now.
“Susie,” he began. “Your boss from the IRS called. He expressed concern and asked me to let you know they are all thinking about you - hoping you’ll get better soon.”
“That’s so sweet of them,” was the groggy response.
“Susie, he asked about your computer password at the office. He said he needed access to your computer while you are healing.”
“My password?”
“Yes. They want to know where you keep your work and what the password is.”
“Ohhhh. My password is Baygirl01,” she said giggling. “Like the horse that kicked me. My work is stored in the projects directory on the ‘D’ drive.”
“Okay Susie, I’ll call back and let him know. They all send their best wishes. You can go back to sleep now.”
Lee pushed back the chair and moved to the kitchen. His cell phone dialed a predetermined number, and he relayed the information provided.

The minivan followed the Honda into the Fairfax apartment complex. The Honda parked in Susie’s numbered spot, as it had so many times before. The van selected an empty visitor’s space close to the entrance. To the casual observer, Susie exited the sedan and approached the van. In reality, the charlatan was an inch shorter, seven years older and five pounds lighter. Without makeup, the two women didn’t look anything alike. The perfect haircut, makeup, and eyebrow shaping helped create the illusion – high heels, padding and use of Susie’s wardrobe rounded out the disguise. 
The woman was handed Susie’s purse, the contents of which were undisturbed except for the addition of a handwritten note, documenting a computer password and storage address. 
Before the Susie-like female made it to the apartment door, the van was gone.

Monday morning, Susie’s Honda arrived promptly at the IRS’s Fairfax data processing center. The driver exited and locked the car as normal and then proceeded to join the cue waiting to clear security. The line of federal employees looked like any other group of office workers heading in to start a new week. Carrying newspapers under their arms, sipping steaming cups of coffee, and adjusting the shoulder straps of computer bags, the government personnel slowly snaked through the screening process. The sleepy Monday morning routine looked harmless enough, but the imposter knew this wasn’t the case. It was casual gatherings such as this that might prompt a co-worker to initiate a conversation. She knew there was little chance she could hold up her end of any such exchange, especially if the person knew Susie well. That would attract attention, potentially leading to discovery. To improve the odds, the pretender held a smartphone in both hands, thumbs moving rapidly as if texting and eyes holding rapt attention on the tiny screen. She prayed the effect would make her less approachable.  
When it was her turn, the young Asian woman placed her purse on the x-ray machine’s rolling belt and then inserted Susie’s ID card into the proper slot. A few nervous seconds later, she heard a humming noise, punctuated by the metallic sound of a latch being disengaged, and the revolving turnstile was free.
Two months ago, Lee had installed a GPS tracking software on Susie’s phone. The spying device had recorded Susie’s movements and voice conversations. The stand-in had studied her movements, stance, and voice recordings. Her performance was worthy of an Academy Award. 
After retrieving her purse, the woman avoided the elevators, choosing the less traveled staircase instead. Two flights up, she exited to the right, striding just a little too deliberately to a cubicle. When a mere ten minutes passed, she removed the 32-gigabyte thumb-drive from the workstation and switched off the computer.  
The replacement Susie retrieved her purse and immediately stepped to the ladies’ restroom, choosing a stall and securing the door. Taking a seat, the impersonator withdrew a small envelope of green powder from her jacket pocket. Holding the mixture of herbs and spices close to her nose, she inhaled deeply and then relaxed, waiting on the effect. 
Within the hour, the snorted concoction began to do its job. The woman’s throat became irritated and her vocal cords constricted. Her now raspy voice was accompanied by red, puffy, watering eyes and a sniffling nose. Gathering her wits, she proceeded to execute the most difficult part of the mission. Approaching the supervisor’s office door, she casually looked inside to verify the boss was at his desk. Three raps sounded on the doorframe, causing the middle-aged man to look up from his paperwork.
“Good morning, Susan, how was your weekend?”
This was it – the hardest part. The substitute’s heart raced in her chest, and she could feel her cheeks flushing, adding to the powder’s effect. She dabbed at the moisture in the corner of her eyes, and her voice sounded terrible. “It was fine – thanks for asking. I think I’ve caught something though. I don’t feel very well.”
A look of concern crossed the supervisor’s face. “I saw a report on the news last night, and flu season is in full swing. I think you should see a doctor – take a few days and get some rest.”
The conversation was going just as they had predicted it would during her briefing. Her pulse slowed and confidence sat in. “Yes, I think that’s a good idea.”
The replacement then lowered her head slightly. In a low voice she continued, “Thank you for the concern.”
Spinning his chair quickly to open a file drawer, the man pulled the proper form out of the cabinet. “Take as long as you need, Susan. I hope you feel better soon. I’ll fill this out and take it to human resources today.”
She responded with the perfect viral sequence. A sniffle and sneeze, followed by the unmistakable sound of her blowing her nose all preceded the weak, “Thank you.” 
“No problem, Ms. Wilkes; go on home and get well.” 
Ten minutes later, the White Honda pulled out of the parking lot.
Within an hour, a complete copy of the IRS’s computer source code was being transmitted, routed, and re-routed over the internet. The final destination - Beijing.
Four days passed when a county sheriff’s deputy pulled into the farm’s driveway. The man hired to feed and care for the horses detected a horrible smell of death coming from the barn and found Susie’s body. He notified the sheriff’s office immediately.
Susie was discovered in the barn next to Baygirl’s stall. The back of her head had been crushed by what appeared to be a kick from the nearby horse.
 



Section One - The Downdraft
 



Chapter 1
 
AP Press Release – Oakland, California – U.S.A. 08:00 December 1, 2016
Oakland’s Police Commissioner, Roger T. McLain, announced today that the city is issuing a warning to visitors of California’s eighth largest city. Commissioner McLain explained that the police force is no longer capable of protecting tourists and other visitors to the area. The 30-year veteran lawman detailed the situation during a press conference held this morning at city hall. According to McLain, the warning is precipitated by a series of events that have unfolded over the last three months. “A combination of budget cuts, a depressed economy, and the resulting rise in violent crime degraded my department’s ability to respond to emergency situations. Unless absolutely necessary, we are advising casual travelers, sightseers and vacationers to avoid Oakland until a resolution can be found.”
The Greater Oakland Chamber of Commerce protested the announcement, calling on city hall to do its job and provide protection to residents, businesses, and area visitors. “This announcement will only serve to further damage economic interests in the community. The police department has lost several lawsuits in the last few months due to its own incompetence, and this is just a kneejerk reaction,” stated Bernard Winslow, spokesman for the organization.
Other experts agreed with Mr. Winslow’s assessment. Global statistics released by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime indicate that Oakland’s safety rank is comparable to some third-world nations. A rash of robberies, homicides, and other gang-related violence has plagued the bay area city for the last few years. State and federal courts have awarded huge sums to the victims and families. The city reported its insurance premiums have increased more than 300% in the last two years alone. 
Oakland isn’t the first metropolitan area to resort to such drastic measures. Detroit’s Chief of Police issued a similar warning in 2012. In 2014, Trenton, New Jersey attempted to privatize that city’s law enforcement, resulting in several months of chaos. During that period, curfew restrictions all but eliminated visitors to the east coast city.
In 2013, Chicago invoked a similar warning for the south side of the nation’s third largest city. Escalating drug-related violence triggered record numbers of homicides in the Windy City that year.
The National Federation of Law Enforcement Officers places the blame squarely on staff reductions. The NFLEO issued a statement today, citing an overall reduction of 119,000 officers from 2010 levels throughout the continental United States. Ongoing budget difficulties, erosion of the tax base, inflation, and seven years of recession initiated these deep cutbacks.      
Beijing, China 
January 11, 2017
 
Wu Ling Chi leaned back in the chair, careful not to tip over the rickety contraption. Despite his meager 27 years, he was fatigued, aching, and even a little cramped here and there. He stretched his arms over his head while arching his lower back, but the discomfort stubbornly prevailed. He peered at his watch and smirked. It was no wonder he hurt; he hadn’t stirred from the computer workstation for over six hours. He tried rotating his head in small circles, but that didn’t offer any relief. Neither did massaging his temples. Working this long is nothing new, he thought. You’re turning into an old grandmother. Always logical to a fault, his own words caused him to laugh aloud. Are there any young grandmothers? Pushing away from the desk, Wu stood slowly, blankly peering around the tiny, windowless office.
In the Chinese Ministry of State Security, or MOSS as it was known in Western security circles, having an office was nothing extraordinary. Having an office with a window was an indication of achievement. Wu hoped the results of his latest efforts would lead to such perks, perhaps more. Having a window would make the protracted days at his desk more tolerable, with the added benefit of quietly announcing to his co-workers that he was of value to the Party. Perhaps, he would even be allocated an apartment with more square meters of space on a higher floor. The elevation meant less traffic noise from the bustling boulevards of Beijing, where every day more and more automobiles raced through the streets. Wu sneered at the thought, as his demanding work schedule meant he never spent any time in his apartment anyway. What real difference would a larger flat make?
Wu moved to the small, open area in front of the table that served as his desk. He gingerly twisted his body at the hips, hoping to eradicate the kink in his lower back. Despite his stiff frame and growling stomach, Wu was basking in a sense of self-worth. He could only hope his superiors agreed with his assessment. This closet-office was going to drive him insane if he had to work in here much longer. 
There were no pictures, certificates, or other personal effects in the workspace. Such trinkets were expressly forbidden at MOSS. The bare walls were painted bureaucratic hospital green, no doubt intended to surround the occupant with a relaxing harmonic and to promote efficiency. A single guest chair and a locked metal file cabinet rounded out the contents of the space. About the only item that provided any flavor to his eye was the state-of-the-art computer equipment residing on the table. Updated just a short time ago, the hardware had been imported from one of the huge Japanese conglomerates that had no idea of its intended use and probably wouldn’t have cared anyway. The thought of a greedy, capitalist computer salesman enjoying the benefits of profit made Wu shake his head. The West was full of such short-term thinking, and it would be their downfall. The irony of his foe providing the weapons he would use to crush them was not lost on Wu. A vision of the sloppy Yat Boon Gau (Japanese Dog) whoring with women while overindulging in food and wine flashed through his head. The civilized Chinese would triumph as they always have. 
The sound of a turning doorknob interrupted Wu’s mental victory lap. 
Wu turned as the door opened vigorously, and his jang chuan (boss) appeared in the threshold. “Greetings, Team Leader Yangdong.”
The older man was in his mid-thirties and carried himself with military air. His tunic was neatly pressed, plain black loafers recently shined, trouser crease razor sharp. Yangdong’s shoulders were squared, and his neck appeared as though it were attached to his torso with a steel rod. There was no smile or greeting from the visitor. He took a single, measured step into the office, promptly closed the door behind himself, and then spoke.  “Analyst Wu, your report, please.”
Wu cleared his throat, “Comrade Yangdong, the results of our latest efforts are better than anticipated. The Americans have not yet discovered the intrusion. As of one hour ago, no countermeasures have been detected. We are ready to implement the next step.”
Wu’s report elicited an unusual response from his boss. Yangdong’s right hand moved to his chin, stroking his clean-shaven jawbone while lost in thought. Wu had anticipated his team leader would thank him as usual, and immediately exit the office. This had been the daily routine since the inception of the project almost four years ago. Not today. His superior appeared to be surprised by the report, and was mentally exploring its implications. 
After a few moments, Yangdong’s eyes narrowed, focusing harshly on Wu. “You are absolutely certain of this report, Analyst Wu?”
“Yes comrade, there is no doubt.” 
 
Houston, Texas
January 12, 2017
 
Wyatt pulled into the driveway without even realizing he was home. He’d been so focused on the financial reports streaming on the radio; he couldn’t recall navigating the last few blocks. He parked in front of a suburban residence that had been the family’s home for more than 14 years. The car’s engine idled while he listened to the last of the broadcast. 
Even when the announcer began his rant about the Rockets’ latest trade for an overpriced power forward, Wyatt didn’t move. His mind was completely occupied, digesting what he had just heard. Today’s grim inflation reports catapulted the stock market into a steep nosedive this morning. A lot of people had been momentarily crippled by the news. Gold was going nuts, and three major banks announced an increase in their prime interest rates. Other financial institutions were expected to follow.
Wyatt rubbed his eyes using his thumb and index finger. He turned off the car and leaned back in the seat, a deep sigh escaping. The timing of this couldn’t be worse, he grunted. 
He stepped out of the vehicle, closing the door in a single, robotic motion. A year ago, he would have slammed it shut with gusto, but not anymore. Wave after wave of bad news, bad luck, and bad decisions had taken the fight out of him - he simply didn’t have the energy anymore. Besides, the old jalopy probably didn’t have a lot of door slamming left in it. 
He initially turned for the mailbox, but then reconsidered. The postman never delivered good news anymore, and after the report on the radio, Wyatt didn’t have the heart. He knew the box would contain a dozen or so letters from bill collectors demanding their money, threatening late fees, and reminding him how badly his credit would be affected if he didn’t call them soon. That final threat always provided a little comic relief. There’s nothing anyone could do to make my credit score any worse. Why do they even bother with that crap?
Opting instead for the front door, Wyatt’s path crossed the high grass and weeds in the yard. The overgrowth reminded him of the need to check on the lawnmower. It wouldn’t start last Sunday, and he needed to tinker with it. Cutting my own grass is just a sign of the times, he told himself. A year ago, a yard crew groomed the lawn, shrubs, and edging. They weren’t expensive in the grand scheme of things, but when the decision came down to paying the yard guys or buying groceries - eating won handily. On loan from a friend, the secondhand lawnmower had kept the neighborhood association and their nasty, reprimanding letters at bay. Those notices always included the mandatory threat of a fine if he didn’t comply with the association’s idea of a neat and tidy lawn. He hesitated at the front stoop, remembering an even better reason to mow – they were having another garage sale this Saturday.
Wyatt stuck his key in the door’s lock and entered the house. Warm air hit his face, eliciting a grimace at the thought of having to reopen all of the windows. They didn’t run the air conditioner any more – cool air being another victim of his financial position. At least the late winter weather in Houston was bearable today, a paltry 70 degrees outside. Wyatt didn’t know what they were going to do in a few months when things became seriously hot and humid in the Bayou city. The heat in southeast Texas had been known to kill those without climate control.
Wyatt started his grand tour of the house, flipping latches and tugging at window frames. There must have been a threat of rain this morning. That’s the only reason why Morgan would have closed them all before leaving for work. His wife disliked that muggy feeling more than he did. The house was stuffy, and he hoped it wouldn’t take long before the hot changed places with the cool. The sun would be going down in a little bit, and it might actually get comfortable enough to doze off tonight. He made sure the master bedroom’s glass was wide open.
Out of habit, he grasped the TV remote, hoping to fill in more details of the day’s foreboding financial reports via cable news. He stopped just as his thumb moved to press the power button – they didn’t have cable anymore. The provider had disconnected their service a little over a month ago, and he hadn’t had time to hook up the rabbit ears.
All of this was so new to Wyatt and his family. Some 18 years ago, he established a small accounting and financial services firm. Its customer base increased steadily. Three years ago, the company reached its peak, providing employment for 32 workers. Growing a small business hadn’t always been a bed of roses. While there had been periods when money was tight, those lean spells were normally offset by generous bonuses later. Walking the tightrope of expanding his corporate blueprint versus raising his family’s standard of living constantly challenged Wyatt. It seemed like every time Morgan and he put a little money back, some company emergency required a reinvestment of their savings.
It wasn’t always bad news or cash flow problems that motivated them to empty their reserves into the firm. There were times when expansion or improvements depended on cash. After remitting an ever-increasing rent for 10 years, Wyatt decided the firm’s office space should be one of those improvements. An intense search resulted in acquiring a modest building in a stable section of town. The sales price was $1 million even. Morgan reluctantly agreed to allocate a chunk of their savings for the down payment. Wyatt never minded writing a check for the mortgage – it was an investment in their future. He thought of the equity in the building like a savings account.  
Wyatt had always placed a high value on real estate. Reasoning that, “They aren’t making any more of it,” Wyatt convinced Morgan that the majority of their savings should be invested in property. He didn’t believe in anything speculative or risky, just conservative, practical assets. The couple purchased the largest house they could afford in an up and coming neighborhood, thinking that it would increase in value over the years and become a wise investment. That financial plan worked well for over a decade. No one could have predicted home values would plummet in such an unprecedented manner. 
The Houston Sunday paper contained a graph in the real estate section showing property appraisals in various parts of the city. Wyatt could be found with a calculator on many a Sunday afternoon, estimating the current value of his home and office investments. Until recently, the news had always been good.
Anyone who knew Wyatt and his family pictured them as a fine example of the American dream. Casual observers took note the sizeable home, nice cars, boat, wonderful vacations, and successful business. It was all real – an accomplishment by any measure.    
Their financial situation began changing in 2010. Wyatt thought Hemingway described it best in one of his old novels. When asked, “How did you go bust?” the character answered, “Slowly at first, and then quickly.” I resemble that remark, Wyatt thought. In that tragic year, clients began to pay late, claiming their business was down. Others never paid at all and closed their doors, still owing Wyatt thousands of dollars. New clients were very difficult to find, and competitors continually lowered their rates to win new business.
At the time, Wyatt believed he’d seen it all before. This wasn’t the first economic downturn he had steered his little company through, and it wouldn’t be the last. He had navigated these choppy waters and was familiar with them. He controlled expenses, reduced staff, and cut benefits. No matter how tightly he ran the ship, each month became more of a challenge to meet payroll and pay the bills. The business struggled to keep afloat, Wyatt and his family suffering as much as anyone on the payroll. 
It was the banks and government regulation that ultimately pushed the firm over the edge. Wyatt had used credit in the past to keep his business solvent during rough times. When new banking regulations were passed, the bar was raised for creditworthiness. Wyatt’s little company didn’t qualify with the new restrictions.
In many respects, Wyatt felt as if the business were one of his children. Like any parent with a dying child, he pulled out all the stops. The family’s life savings, college funds, IRAs – everything went back into the company, hoping to keep it buoyant until things got better. It wasn’t enough. Wyatt fought like a cornered tiger, but nothing worked. Over a four-day period, he visited 16 different banks with a financing proposal and business plan in hand. He borrowed money from relatives, friends, and anyone else who he thought could help. Despite all his efforts, cash flow continued its downward spiral. 
The business still had customers, but not enough of them paid on time. A true numbers man, Wyatt recognized that if only his accounts receivable were current, his business would be flourishing. The firm doubled its collection efforts, diverting resources from other departments to assist in the effort. But like a struggling momma bird flying back to the nest with a scrawny little worm, it just wasn’t enough for all the hungry beaks.
The final blow came on a fateful Tuesday afternoon. He returned from lunch and noticed the few remaining employees standing outside of the company’s office building. The bank had arrived with a sheriff’s deputy. They had changed the locks.
His initial reaction was actually relief. It was finally over. No more stalking the postman every day to see if a client’s promised payment had arrived. No more employee meetings to tell struggling co-workers that paychecks were going to be late. No more worrying whether the power failure was due to the volatile thunderstorm or the utility company fed up with not being paid on time. No more business.
Most people expected Wyatt’s reaction to the repossession to be fiery, an emotional protest. Everyone waited, anticipating he would explode like a bursting balloon. When the bank’s vice president explained his position, Wyatt stood motionless, paralyzed by the news. After a few moments, his shoulders slumped, and he sauntered slowly back to his car without another word. The bank’s needle had little effect on the balloon that was already leaking air.  
After regrouping from the shock of the foreclosure, Wyatt acted on what he considered to be the only avenue left - the last glimmer of hope. A larger firm had been considering acquiring Wyatt’s business. He still had a few loyal customers and some revenue. What little value was left in his company wasn’t big money by any measure. Still, his remaining employees would have a job, and Wyatt would receive a paycheck for at least a year during the transition. 
The potential buyer was at the stage of raising financing. The partners in the firm had been waiting on an answer from their bank. Today’s news regarding interest rates wasn’t good. Deep down inside, Wyatt knew that radio report just changed his future.

 
 
Minister Hong was in a foul mood. The chicken served at lunch was stringy and tasteless, and the tea was tepid at best. When the politburo appointed him as MOSS’ headman two years ago, he had humbly accepted the position with only minimal expectations. One such anticipation was a properly prepared lunch. He couldn’t see any justification for eating a bad meal in these prosperous times.  
The minister had consumed enough substandard dishes to qualify as a food critic. He acquired his expertise early in life, born into a peasant family of rice farmers in the Jilin Province of northeast China. As a child, availability of food and variety in diet were elusive. His parents worked hard and did the best they could, but full stomachs were the exception.  
By the time he was six years old, he astounded his schoolmarm by speaking fluent English, Mandarin Chinese, and French. Communist party officials whisked him from his small village to the provincial capital to quantify his gift. His math, science, and analytical skills were only slightly above normal, but his brain’s capability to absorb and process the intricacies of language was off the scale. 
Such a talent quickly drew the attention of the Central Communist Party. At that time, during the late 1960s, China was desperately trying to climb from behind the shadow of the Soviet Union and establish its own presence in the world. Nixon had just visited the most populated nation on the planet, and a great thawing of international acceptance was underway. China needed people who could quickly become confident in foreign dialects for trade, diplomacy and most importantly of all – espionage. 
By that time, MOSS was rapidly advancing to the top tier of the recruiting hierarchy. Still underfunded, with only a regional presence, the leadership of the Red Nation was beginning to give weight to the advantages of a strong intelligence service. That realization elevated MOSS’ position on the ladder of funding, influence, and ability to tap the nation’s talent pool. The young man from the remote province was transferred into the best conservatories and closely monitored by the agency until his graduation. Hong’s command of English, combined with an unwavering belief in the communist ideology, made him the perfect candidate to recruit.
Hong’s first assignment took him to British-controlled Hong Kong. A faction within the Central Bank of China was beginning to grasp the power of currency manipulation. The government possessed few experts who understood the complexities of international finance, and the city’s reputation as the “World’s Fair of Food” made the assignment more palatable. 
After establishing himself as a reliable agent, a string of foreign assignments soon followed. Hong served his masters in Australia, where the glass noodles had the consistency of cardboard. East Germany and the Soviet Union followed, complete with food so putrid, the thin man actually lost weight. Were it not for a six-month mission in Singapore, he would have surely died of malnutrition.  
His mundane missions always involved either industrial espionage or international finance. MOSS didn’t have the same modus operandi as the famous British, American, and Soviet intelligence services. There were few, if any, gunfights, kidnappings, or adrenaline pumping border crossings. In fact, risk avoidance was always a high priority. Chinese leadership was calculating and in no immediate hurry to dominate the world arena. Most senior members of the party fully comprehended the fact that economic supremacy would override military power in the long run. These men sensed the shark-like hunger of the world’s more mature economies to access their country’s considerable consumer base. One minister compared Western companies to a groom waiting to ravish his new bride; such was the lust to enter Chinese markets. Hong became one of the thousands who assisted the country in manipulating this blind greed to China’s advantage.
His foul mood was further stimulated by the worker sitting across from him. Yangdong wasn’t one of his favorite people. The team leader’s desk was littered with remnants from street side food carts, and his table manners were just short of offensive. He was obviously a clod who could never appreciate the value of a good meal. Such unsophisticated, shallow thinking would surely limit his career. Still, the supervisor’s performance record was adequate, and the burgeoning workload on the ministry was such that making changes at this point in time was unwise. 
“You wished to see me, Team Leader Yangdong,” Hong stated, more that asked.
The man seemed excited in his own way, “Yes, Minister. Operation Golden Mountain is progressing ahead of schedule. The results of stage one have been verified, and we are ready to begin the next phase. This step, of course, requires your approval.”
Hong leaned back in his chair. Other than this neutral action, he showed no emotion. The man is so good at hiding his inner thoughts, studied Yangdong, I envy his strength. No wonder he is the minister.
In reality, the head of MOSS was riding a tidal wave of emotion, ranging from excitement to pure joy. Golden Mountain was one of his pet projects. He had sheltered its funding and resources like a mother bear protecting her cubs. Now, this distasteful man was telling him the plan was ready to be implemented. A celebration was in order. He would have the concierge recommend the latest in upscale Cantonese fare. This report was a long time in coming, and his mind could determine best how to proceed while enjoying a well-prepared meal. 
January 13, 2017
Washington, D.C.
 
The Marriner S. Eccles Federal Reserve building has been a landmark in Washington, D.C. since 1937, but didn’t receive its name until 1982. Forty-five years after it was finished, an act of Congress dedicated the imposing Constitution Avenue edifice to a former chairman of the Federal Reserve System, and the magnificent structure finally had a name. With an exterior of marble quarried in northeastern Georgia, the building had been designed in the mid-1930s as the primary meeting place for the 12-member board of directors. Over the years, several original nicknames described the imposing, four-story structure from “The Mount Olympus of Money,” to “The Temple of Tender.” 
Representative Reed Wallace was touring the building with a small entourage of freshmen congressmen. Recently elected in the newly formed Texas 39th district, the Dallas-based lawyer and businessman was more attentive to this building than any of the others they had explored so far. Part of his campaign promise was to support a full audit of the Federal Reserve System, and he was looking forward to seeing the enemy camp.
The guide continued, “Today, we are in for a special treat. The main lobby was closed to daily traffic in the 1980s, but will be accessible for our group. Please follow me.”
As the touring politicians ambled up the marble steps, two uniformed security guards opened the heavy bronze and glass doors. Reed had traveled to Washington many times before. He had always been impressed at how government buildings were designed to project power and security. He supposed it had been that way since Roman times. Your government is stable, powerful, and in charge. Don’t worry – and don’t challenge us, he reiterated to himself.
After finishing an uneventful walk-thru of the Eccles building, the rookie policymakers continued their whirlwind excursion through Washington, receiving a cursory introduction to the more celebrated landmarks. It was late afternoon by the time the small bus parked behind the capitol building and unloaded the smiling politicians and their families. Reed was still full of energy and eager to return to his office. He glanced at his watch and decided if he hurried, he could make it there before most of the staffers left for the day. He was anxious to get started and maintain the momentum of the election victory. Seeing none of the familiar, yellow taxis at the curb, Reed opted to walk the few blocks to his temporary offices, stretching his legs in the process. His campaign manager had secured a small space at a nearby hotel and arranged for the new representative’s staff to move in. For a January day, the weather in Washington was actually quite mild, so the Texan set off, eating up the distance with long strides over the concrete sidewalks of the nation’s capital. 
Reed’s desire to be a member of the federal government was, in truth, motivated by vendetta. His father had been a small town banker, honest and respected by the community. Reed had been practicing his jump shot when the older Wallace received a call, offering him a position at the Federal Reserve Bank. The compensation package easily outdistanced anything the local community bank could promise; it was the proverbial offer that he just couldn’t refuse. 
Everything had gone well for four years, with Mr. Wallace being promoted every so often and generally enjoying his work. A pre-law student, Reed was in his junior year at The University of Texas when his father called that fateful day. 
In retrospect, Reed could easily recognize there were so many things wrong with the conversation that day; he was a little ashamed it hadn’t dawned on him at the time. He remembered his father’s tone was troubled, the cadence of his words rushed. “Reed, I’m driving to Austin. I need to talk to someone about this. Can you skip a class and meet me?”
Reed, puzzled by the unprecedented visit, agreed. He was concerned something was wrong between his mom and dad.
His dad’s journey fell short of the capital city. The next morning, the family Volvo was spotted in a truck stop parking lot, his father slumped slightly over the steering wheel. Blood trickled from his temple, and his wallet was missing. 
The police wrote it off as a robbery, and eventually Reed accepted that conclusion as well. After his father was buried, the family and community mourned the loss for weeks. Reed eventually returned to school, graduating summa cum laude. Three weeks before commencement, he was recruited by a small, but growing law firm in Plano. 
Over the years, the pain from his father’s murder faded, but his memory of the man never did. Reed married, had children of his own, and lived the lifestyle of a successful man. There was little stress in his life until he met Mr. Agile. 
It was a sizzling mid-June morning when the consultation was calendared with a prospective client. With the economic troubles hindering the nation, Reed’s firm had seen a spike in business. It seemed like every contract, purchase, lease, or other corporate transaction was being scrutinized to an extreme level these days. No executive officer of any company wanted to risk a deal going south or a surprise clause adding unanticipated expense later on.
Reed strolled into the conference room that day expecting another review of a real estate lease or tax issue. Mr. Agile desired no such services from the firm. 
As he walked through the streets of Washington, Reed replayed the entire meeting in his head.
Mr. Agile was a very old man, at least 80, if not 90 years of age. He wore a dated wool suit that might have seemed vintage were it not for the necktie, poorly knotted and sporting a stain beneath the Masonic Lodge pin. The older man struggled a little, finally settling in the upholstered chair. Before Reed could even begin the meeting, Mr. Agile was racked with a coughing fit, producing a faded handkerchief to cover his mouth.
“How can I help you, sir?” Reed opened. 
Mr. Agile studied the lawyer for some time before speaking. “I can tell just by the resemblance, but I have to ask to be sure. Are you Laurence Wallace’s son?”
Reed’s first thought was Mr. Agile was an old friend of his father’s. Perhaps this man had sought out Reed’s firm, wanting legal help from the son of an old family acquaintance – it wouldn’t be the first time. 
“Yes, I am. How did you know my father?”
Mr. Agile pondered his answer for a moment and then replied in a hushed tone. “I worked with your father at the Fed. I knew him quite well. Let me get to the point, young man – my reason for being here. I have lung cancer and have been told to get my affairs in order. You, or more precisely your father, happen to be one of those affairs.”
The old gentlemen started coughing again, the handkerchief receiving more work. Reed snapped the top off a bottle of water and extended it to his visitor. Eventually, the man was ready to continue. “In my condition, there’s nothing they can do to me now. Ending up like your father would be a blessing in disguise. I’ve come here because I wanted you to know your dad wasn’t a victim of any robbery – his death was premeditated.”
Reed’s first thought was You are a crazy old fool. He had, however, been raised to respect his elders and didn’t vocalize the sentiment. Instead, he chose a polite inquiry. “How do you know this, sir?”
Mr. Agile smiled, expecting the question. “I’ll answer that shortly, son. Unlike most people, I have a reasonably good idea when my time will be up, and I’ll be standing before my Maker. I have a few things to clear from my conscious before I meet Him. The story of Laurence Wallace is one of those things.”
Reed didn’t react. His ability to handle surprise far exceeded his age and experience. Years of witnesses making crazy statements, surprise evidence, unanticipated moves by opposing counsel, and insane rulings by judges had all tempered his reaction to surprise. Shock was no longer in the Reed Wallace emotional repertoire. 
The lawyer calmly replied, “You have my full attention, sir.”
Mr. Agile smiled and nodded his head, gathering his thoughts before continuing. “Your father was on the fast track. His work was prompt and precise. Rumor was that his name was on the short list for a regional director’s position.”
Reed decided to play along. “Dad never talked much about his professional responsibilities. To be honest, I can’t remember his ever talking about the office or his duties. I always wrote it off to a good man who left his work at the front door when he arrived home.”
The older man waved off the statement, “Secrecy was expected at the Fed, young man. It wasn’t an attribute – it was a requirement. The Federal Reserve Bank is the most powerful organization in the world. Many people suspect or speculate about its influence and reach, but few really know. Every nut case conspiracy junkie and rookie reporter would love to pry open the organization’s inner secrets. Any Wall Street executive would sell his soul for even a crumb of insider information. Many try, but none succeed. The reason why is simple - a strictly enforced, total adherence to silence.”
Reed had to admit, the old gent had drawn him in; his lawyer’s thirst for intrigue was awake and hungry. “Please, sir, continue.”
Mr. Agile nodded, and for a second, Reed thought he saw an expression of Gottcha cross the man’s face. “The Fed has more security and intelligence-gathering capability than the CIA and FBI combined. Nothing happens in this world without money, and the Fed has access to every financial transaction. You can’t buy a cup of coffee without the Fed knowing about it in one form or another. Even the activity at pay toilets can be monitored - if necessary. Where do you think the NSA got all of the funding and brainpower to create its supercomputer search engines? The Fed funded it and made sure the technology was shared with them after installation.”
Reed’s guest paused for a moment, anticipating another coughing spasm. After a few troubled breaths, he continued. “Your father specialized in an area called ‘expansion reserves.’ I won’t bore you with details on monetary policy or the way the system works, but as the nation’s gross domestic product grows, more money is needed. Money is subject to supply and demand. The more our economy expands, the greater the need to expand the amount of money in circulation to support it. If we had the same amount of currency in the system today as a hundred years ago, greenbacks would be in very short supply. Loans would be impossible. Our population has doubled in the last century. The nation produces far greater amounts of goods and services. Your dad’s department managed this important aspect of the banking system – keeping up with this growth. Most folks simply refer to this as the ‘money supply.’”
Reed had indeed heard the term tossed about on various news programs. The phrase was self-explanatory, or at least that’s what he had always thought. “So the money supply is based on the growth of the economy. If I hear the nation’s gross domestic product grew by 3%, then the Fed makes sure there is 3% more money in the system – right?”
Mr. Agile’s expression changed, this time looking more like a college professor having patience with a slow student. “That’s what the average citizen believes, yes. In reality, it’s not that simple or straightforward. International trade, government debt, and even the time of year all have an impact on the calculation. More hard currency is needed around Christmas than any other season. It’s also important to know that we are not just talking about physical money. In the US economy, physical bills and coin make up a very small percentage of the actual money supply.”
Reed nodded his understanding, but didn’t want or need a lesson on finance and banking today. He decided to move the conversation along. “This is all fascinating Mr. Agile, and while I appreciate you taking the time to explain it to me, I’m wondering what this has to do with your claim that my father wasn’t a robbery victim.”
For a moment, Reed thought he had angered the older man. Mr. Agile’s eyes flashed bright for just a moment, and he withdrew his hand from the tabletop to his lap – normally a defensive posture. Whatever the man was feeling, it seemed to pass quickly, and his tone remained even.
“Most Americans don’t understand the system and don’t take the time to learn. If they did, I’m sure a lot of questions would be asked. Your father was learning, and he asked questions. That’s why I believe he was killed. My evidence is what you legal people would call circumstantial, but I anticipate you’ll find it compelling. What you choose to do with my disclosure is up to you. My only goal is to relieve myself of this burden that has been a weight on my shoulders for over 20 years. I never came forward because I was frightened. Now, the fear of carrying this to my grave outweighs that prior concern.”
Finally, Reed thought, finally, we are getting somewhere. Mr. Agile took a drink of water and cleared his throat. He paused for only a moment and then began what Reed thought sounded like a practiced confession, repeatedly rehearsed many times through the years.
“Your father’s time of death was determined to have been on March 8th, between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m. – is that correct, son?”
Reed had studied the police reports a thousand times. He knew the exact details like the lyrics to a favorite song. He nodded, “Yes, sir. That is correct.”
“I was in charge of the Audit and Security Division at the Dallas office. Even in those days, the Fed had state of the art security systems.”
Mr. Agile reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of faded, yellowish paper. He carefully smoothed the edges on the table’s surface and then slid the old document to Reed. It appeared to be a computer-generated printout using a dot-matrix type of technology. It was basically a confirmation to remove one Mr. Laurence Wallace from the personnel system at the Dallas Federal Reserve regional building and lock down his office and contents. The document further stated that the whereabouts of Mr. Wallace’s credentials were unknown, as he had been the victim of a violent crime.  
At first, Reed didn’t get it. It would make sense for his dad’s access to sensitive information to be removed after his demise. Reed looked up at his guest with a questioning expression. Mr. Agile, always seemingly one step ahead, mouthed four words. “Look at the date.”
Reed’s vision blurred after checking at the top of the form. He rubbed his eyes and blinked several times, eventually focusing back on the print. The date on the parchment read March 7, the day before his father was killed. The time was 4:50 p.m. Reed heard ringing in his ears and felt a wave of nausea coming on. He replaced the paper on the table and peered into the blank stare of the old man across from him. “I’m sorry, Mr. Agile. Could you excuse me for one moment?”
“Of course.”
Reed left the conference room with more haste than he intended. As a matter of fact, he rushed out needing different air. He hurried down the short hallway to the men’s room and splashed cold water on his face. He braced himself against the granite sink with both arms locked at the elbows as if to steady his weight. Regaining his composure, he hurried to his office, fingering his keys in his front pants pocket. Once inside his personal workspace, he unlocked a seldom used, private file cabinet and retrieved a folder full of his own dusty, yellow papers. 
It took him a few moments to locate the police report. He could almost recall the document and its contents by memory, but after Mr. Agile’s assertion, he felt compelled to verify the dates and times once again. There it was, recorded in several places, March 8. The newspaper clippings all said the same thing – March 8. 
Reed returned the folder to its correct place and locked the cabinet. He gathered his wits again and headed to the conference room. Mr. Agile and the old paper were exactly where Reed had left them. He took his seat, one word repeating in his head, “Mistake.”
“Mr. Agile, pardon my skepticism, but couldn’t this paper simply be a mistake? A computer error?”
The older man displayed no overt reaction to the statement. He continued, “I considered that, but any of the Fed’s coveted computers having an incorrect date would have resulted in millions of financial transactions being in error. Every check cleared through the system would have been wrong. That would have made headlines all across the world. No, young man, there was no computer glitch.”
After a drink of water, he persisted, “Now I understand that until 45 minutes ago, you had no idea that I even existed, much less that I would deliver such disconcerting allegations today. No doubt I have challenged a belief you have held for many years, and I’m certain you must wonder if this information is credible.” The older man paused and leaned forward toward Reed, his leathery hand resting on the lawyer’s jacket sleeve just below the elbow. “There are other inconsistencies,” he continued. “Do you know how much gasoline your father’s car had in it when the police discovered his body?”
“No, I always assumed he had stopped at the station to fill up or use the restroom. After the car was returned to my family, my mother repaired the broken window and sold it at auction. I never wanted to see it.”
Mr. Agile clasped his hands together on the conference table, apparently considering his next statement carefully. “I removed your father’s security clearance on the 7th. It was the last thing I did before clocking out. Your dad was a really likeable guy, and his death – especially the circumstances surrounding it - troubled me. I was off work the following day, but received a phone call early that morning. Someone had tried to enter the building using your father’s magnetic badge, and the guard caught his image on the camera. The man was confused because the intruder looked like your dad. The sentry was following procedure and had noted that I personally removed your father from the system. At the time, I still hadn’t put two and two together. I told the guard Mr. Wallace was dead and to call the police. I believed it was your father’s murderer trying to use his badge.”
The man across from Reed leaned forward and pointed his finger at the paper. “I’m convinced your dad knew something was wrong. I think that’s why he called you in Austin that morning. The car’s gas tank was full, topped off at a station ten miles north of the one where he was found. I saw the credit card transaction myself. Why would your father have stopped and filled up, and then stopped again ten minutes later? I also know your father used the restroom and purchased a cup of coffee when he stopped the first time. I interviewed the clerk who remembered him a few days later. Your dad was executed, Reed, of that I’m sure. I can’t tell you who or why, but this was no robbery.”
Reed’s head was spinning, and that was a condition he wasn’t accustomed to. This seemingly harmless, old man had sent his mind into analysis paralysis, and the attorney wasn’t comfortable with it. He managed to calm himself and started to push away from the table, but Mr. Agile wasn’t done yet.
“Before I go, we should work on my last will and testament.”
Reed absentmindedly responded, “I’m not the firm’s expert on wills, Mr. Agile. I’m afraid I wouldn’t do a good job for you.”
The old man smiled, “It’s not for me, Reed. It’s for you. While I doubt anyone is paying attention to my activities anymore, there’s still that chance. You may need to explain why I was here, and I don’t think telling the truth would be wise.”
 
As Reed ambled along the Washington side streets, he didn’t pay much attention to his immediate surroundings. Normally, when traveling through a new place, he would be looking at nearby sidewalk cafes, secondhand shops, or perhaps even people watching. Today, he was simply celebrating his arrival here. 
“Here” wasn’t a location on a map. It had nothing do with the status of having been elected to a national office. By Reed’s way of thinking, here was a place that provided the best odds of uncovering the facts surrounding his father’s murder. 
Reed paused, checking the street signs to verify he was turning toward the temporary offices. He waited for the walk signal to change before crossing the wide avenue, his mind drifting back to Dallas and how that one old man had changed everything. 
After his visit with Mr. Agile, Reed initially ignored the man’s claim. Combined, Reed’s job and family required every spare minute of every waking hour. He simply couldn’t justify repurposing time from the obligations of the here and now to dwell on vague allegations about past events. Deep down inside, he wondered if he were deluding himself about the reality of the allegations, or simply procrastinating from exploring them further. Some small voice kept telling him Mr. Agile’s visit was a life-altering event. In so many ways, Reed didn’t want his life to change. But Mr. Agile’s voice kept haunting him, the man’s words popping into his consciousness at the oddest times. Reed finally decided there was no choice but to spend time either debunking the old man’s story or discovering what really happened. 
Two years and two private detectives later, Reed was convinced Mr. Agile had told him the truth. The paid investigators brought him very little fresh information. A little excursion to Miami did bear fruit, however. The Austin police lieutenant who investigated the case was still sound of mind and subsiding on his pension in southern Florida.
When Reed phoned the retired cop, the fellow instantly remembered the case. “That whole set of circumstances was weird…just plain weird. For one thing, we never interviewed any real witnesses. No one heard or saw anything, yet the black Volvo sedan was parked no more than 50 feet from a very busy island of gas pumps – in broad daylight. The victim was found facing straight ahead. Most people would have made eye contact with an attacker in that situation. Think about it; if you were parked at a gas station, wouldn’t you look up if you suddenly noticed someone beside your car? No sir, there were a million things wrong with that case, and I still find myself replaying the events, trying to make sense of it all. Come on down if you want; I can talk and fish at the same time. I’ll be happy to tell you everything I can remember.”
It seemed everyone was helpful with the exception of his father’s employer. Several times, Reed attempted to speak with a representative at the Dallas regional headquarters who might provide even basic information. Who were his father’s colleagues at the office? What was he working on? To whom did he report? All of these were legitimate questions. When he couldn’t get any response the nice way, he got mean. He filed a motion in federal court for discovery. A federal judge, after consultation with the Attorney General’s litigator, denied the motion. Next was the Freedom of Information Act. For months, Reed plowed through a mountain of forms and regulations, only to have his request denied in less than an hour after its submission. He had begun work on a civil lawsuit when his partners at the firm called him in. 
“Reed,” the senior partner announced, “you have to stop this. We just received notice from the Texas Bar Association that our firm in under investigation. My wife’s brother works there. He whispered to me that someone here in our firm has angered the feds. He said he’s never seen anything like it, and they want to decorate their pikes with our heads. You have to stop, man – you can’t fight city hall on this.”
Reed resigned from the firm that afternoon and initiated his campaign for Congress the next day.  



Chapter 2
 
 
Beijing, China
January 13, 2017
 
Minister Hong arrived exactly three minutes before the meeting was scheduled to begin. The Zhongnanhai complex in central Beijing was synonymous with the Chinese communist government in the same way Moscow’s Red Square represented authority to the Soviet people, or the White House was an icon for the president of the United States. Once a resort destination for ancient emperors, the park-like setting was hundreds of years older than any of its current occupants. Bordering on the famous Forbidden City, the walled compound was noted for its system of lakes, which had been adorned with names such as the Southern Sea or the Central Sea. In reality, the lakes had been constructed as defensive moats to protect ancient royalty, their beauty an unintended benefit.
Today’s meeting wasn’t on any public schedule or noted in any press release. The State Committee officially met once every six months to formally conduct the business of China. Those widely publicized events were actually carefully planned theatrics, designed to reassure the Chinese people that their leaders were working hard to move the country forward.
The day-to-day business of China was most often conducted via email and closed circuit television, as required. Only the most important issues warranted a face-to-face meeting, and even then, the entire State Committee was never invited. Ministries that wielded little power, such as environmental and natural resources and interior were often excluded. 
The presentations housed in Minister Hong’s briefcase documented a bold plan that could result in a change to the world’s balance of power. Such an ambitious undertaking warranted the ministers’ meeting in person. The State Committee had been briefed on the operation years ago. Authority had been granted to proceed with the initial phases of the operation – within certain guidelines. 
Today’s summit was organized to rehash the downside or unintended consequences, should the operation go awry. Hong was more annoyed than nervous. The outcome of today’s conference was predetermined, Hong having already received the blessing of those who controlled his country’s destiny. Still, others who might be affected needed to know what was coming and have a chance to voice their objections. In the unlikely event things did go badly, Hong might need their support.
Five of the six invitees stood behind high-backed executive chairs surrounding a wide conference table inlaid with teak and mahogany. The interwoven red and gold textile covering each chair was of the finest quality and could last for hundreds of years. Quality silk is the chosen fabric of status for the elite Chinese, who would sneer at mass-produced Western leather upholstery, believing it lacks artistic value and craftsmanship. 
A respectful hush fell over the assemblage as the president entered the room and commanded his place at the head of the table. After the most powerful men in China had taken their seats, pleasantries were exchanged. They were all refined dignitaries who considered diving immediately into business boorish and rude. Ten minutes into the conference, the president nodded at Hong, signaling permission to proceed. In turn, the head of MOSS motioned to his assistant, who delivered each attendee one of the carefully prepared presentations.
Each minister studied the eight-page handout as if he had never seen the information before. In fact, a secure courier delivered the exact same documents less than 24 hours ago, to allow review prior to this forum. Information of such a sensitive nature certainly could not be distributed via email or fax.  
Hong maintained a stoic demeanor while the committee completed the review of the documents. MOSS’ top man was not at all surprised that the Minister of Finance took the most time to analyze the brief. The only one of the group who wasn’t a hardliner, Hong trusted the politics of China’s head banker the least. The room remained silent for some time, as the Red Nation’s powerbrokers digested the gravity of the mission. “I apologize to my esteemed colleagues for the quality of my project update and proposal,” he began, knowing full well each page represented perfection to the smallest detail. “My team is ahead of schedule, so there wasn’t time to craft a presentation worthy of this council.” Several heads nodded, accepting the unnecessary apology and acknowledging Minister Hong’s humility. The head of MOSS continued, “My comrades, we have before us the single greatest opportunity for the Chinese people in recent history – perhaps of all time.” 
Hong paused to take note of the indifferent faces comprising his audience. None betrayed their thoughts, but Hong didn’t expect them to. Instead, he used the short gap in his presentation to demonstrate his stoic, controlled approach to the subject. 
“With Operation Golden Mountain, we can guarantee our economic growth and eventual domination of global affairs. As the only truly civilized race, we will take our rightful place at the head of the world’s table. China will once again control its own destiny. As most of you know, the European Union is in shambles. The insolvent capitalist governments of Spain, Greece, and Italy have failed, and there is general anarchy in the streets. Our intelligence reports detail the ongoing battle between Muslim political groups and organized crime syndicates to establish control. Germany is withdrawing its support of the euro, causing France to be the next to fall. The British are barely holding on, a result of nine years of recession. Today the United States and India are considered global dominant forces, but both countries are weak and teetering on the edge of collapse as well.”
No one spoke for almost a full minute. It was the Minister of Finance who broke the silence. “Minister Hong, first of all I wish to congratulate you on the progress of this project. I do, however, have some small reservations that I feel deserve to be aired before this wise council. As well planned and detailed as this operation is, there is substantial risk. If discovered, the United States will consider our actions as an act of war. They have numerous methods of retaliation at their disposal. If deftly handled on their part, they could unite a significant portion of the world against us.”
Two others nodded their heads in agreement, but Hong seemed not to notice. His response was controlled, “You are correct as usual, Minister. There is risk, but I feel it is warranted. If our plan is discovered, it is unlikely to happen until the damage to the US is done. They will be weakened at that point and have fewer options. The People’s Republic will publically deny any involvement, blaming the exaggerated claims on organized crime syndicates and drug cartels. I also believe there is a strong possibility that many nations will see a wounded beast and decide to finish the job we started. Russia, several countries in the Middle East, and most of OPEC would no doubt prefer a weakened, less intrusive United States of America.”
The president began speaking without waiting for any response to Hong’s statement - a clear indication of his support. “Ministers, I believe this operation is warranted for other reasons as well. Our economic growth becomes more and more difficult to sustain. Our government is less popular than ever before. Our people are being misled by the false promises of the West. Should the United States suffer the projected damage from this plan, our method of governing would be recognized as undeniably superior. The issue would be settled once and for all – what we are doing is the right choice for the Middle Kingdom.”
Without further questioning, Hong’s proposal was authorized. Within two hours, orders were issued to begin the attack on the United States of America.
 
January 14, 2017
San Jose, California
 
Zang examined the suit and high heels in the mirror one last time. She smoothed the nonexistent wrinkles from her skirt as she had important business today, and wanted her appearance to reflect the significance of her responsibilities. While she would never admit it, her nerves were more than a little frayed.
The 24-year-old hadn’t felt such emotional turmoil since entering the United States just over two years ago. Her immersion into western society had been stressful. Extensive preparation provided by MOSS had sustained her, even as she waited in line at the immigration office. She had continued to remind herself that no law had been broken, and there was little risk of arrest – yet. Her degrees in mathematics and engineering were legitimate and could withstand any level of scrutiny. I’m just one of the thousands of Chinese wishing to join her family in the United States, she kept telling herself. If I believe that, live that, and feel that, these crass, American barbarians won’t suspect the truth.  
After receiving her green card, working at the Silicon Valley technology firm enabled her to establish a routine. Routines reduced stress. Her new employer performed research on advanced storage technologies for laptop computers and smart phones. Zang was stunned at the quantity and quality of scientific information that crossed her desk practically every day. It would have taken her countrymen years to develop what she saw in her email inbox and departmental updates every week. She was pleased to bundle the valuable information and send it back home where teams of engineers and students happily dissected the data. 
Often, Zang wondered why she hadn’t been discovered. Didn’t the Americans wonder why Chinese factories were ready to produce the latest products before the specifications were publically available? Her newest project involved lab testing a micro-sized hard drive for cell phones. The electronic storage unit was no larger than a small coin and stored gigabytes of information. When her testing was completed, the US cell phone providers would seek bids to mass-produce the device. The Chinese factories would undercut even the most efficient competitors because they had been studying the plans and specifications, secretly provided by Zang, for months. The combination of industrial espionage and cheap labor was invincible. 
Her covert task today wasn’t criminal as far as she knew. The assignment was so unusual she exasperated her superior by her request for clarification. The raspy Mandarin voice on the other end of the phone was impatient with the junior agent’s questions, and his tone relayed that clearly. After researching the mission thoroughly for the past three days, she was ready. Turning off the bathroom light, she headed to the door, scanning the flat one last time, verifying she wasn’t forgetting anything.
By Chinese standards, her San Jose apartment was actually quite lavish. The one bedroom efficiency had a dishwasher, microwave, and solid surface cooktop. In her native country, only the upper echelons of society, living in the major cities, enjoyed such luxury. Zang rejected the place when she first toured the complex, because her mandate dictated that she appear to mesh with average Americans of the same socioeconomic situation. Standing out or drawing attention to oneself was strictly forbidden. It had taken her a while to realize the apartment was normal by local standards. Still, always conservative with money and image, she had opted for a third story unit, amazed that its monthly rent included a discount because most folks in this country didn’t want to climb three flights of stairs. She leased modest furniture and purchased essential pots, pans, silverware, and linens at a nearby discount store. After a few months, her concerns faded with the comfort of routine.
Zang rummaged in her purse, locating her key chain. After locking the door behind her, she began her trek down the stairs to the parking lot. 
Driving a car had almost been the death of her. Motor vehicles are still a rarity in China, with waiting lists of more than five years to acquire even a modest family sedan. As a college student, she rode a bike on campus. Upon graduation, Zang located a flat that was a comfortable walking distance to work. The idea of navigating through superhighways while steering around traffic snares was more than a little daunting. It wasn’t like she had toured the countryside with her family, buckled in the back seat of an SUV or completed a driver’s education course in secondary school. Zang had only ridden in an automobile twice in her life before arriving in the states. After acquiring legal status to work, the original plan had been for her to gain employment in the San Francisco area and use the mass transit available there. The chance job opening in San Jose had been a perfect fit for her background and qualifications, so it was decided that Zang would learn to drive.
The Chinese gent who operated the On Track Driving Academy chain-smoked cheap cigarettes with a stench that betrayed their Taiwanese origin. His late model, training sedan was fully equipped with passenger side brake pedal, extra-large beanbag ashtray and family size bottle of Tums. Normally, within four weeks, new drivers were competent enough to complete the class. Zang passed on the third time through the course. She was never sure if the instructor’s nerves couldn’t deal with her obvious anxiety anymore, or if she had obtained the necessary skills. Even then, she failed the official state driving test twice before being issued a State of California operator’s license on the third attempt. 
Purchasing her first automobile was another revolutionary experience. The glistening showrooms, fast talking salesmen, and seemingly endless options amazed Zang. She was almost at complete cognitive overload when a co-worker rescued her, explaining the process, and visiting several dealerships with her in his spare time. More than once, Zang studied the San Jose bus routes and cost associated with taking a taxi everywhere. Those options were simply impractical, so she made a cash purchase of a brand new, wonderful smelling Ford Escape. She had her first fender bender pulling into traffic from the dealership. 
Zang unlocked her car and carefully maneuvered out of the apartment complex’s lot. She drove only on side streets to and from her office or the occasional trip to a nearby shopping area. Today she was going somewhere new, and the concept terrified her. 
Twenty minutes and numerous single-finger insults later, the harried girl parked in front of the Almaden Plaza strip mall. A bubbling, young real estate broker energetically escorted her thought the small retail space that was available for immediate occupancy. Within two hours, a new California business was born – Red and Gold Check Cashing and Postal Center would celebrate its grand opening two weeks later. 
Zang rented space for three different branch locations of Red and Gold that day. She was unaware that MOSS seeded hundreds of similar enterprises throughout all 50 states, all under the operation of Chinese immigrants. The sheer number of the mail/check cashing centers would have aroused suspicion if anyone tracked such things. Most communities welcomed the fledgling establishments, replacing empty storefronts pasted with “For Lease” signs with a business and jobs.
 
Houston, Texas
January 30, 2017
 
Morgan shifted into park and reached to switch off the ignition, but then paused. Seeing the house made her contemplate staying in the air-conditioned car just a little longer. Even with the moderate temperatures this time of year, the house would be muggy and close. The occasional hot flash made it practically unbearable. Darkness came early with the winter-shortened days, and she rarely got home before the sunset. Still, the house seemed to hold the heat inside no matter how many windows Wyatt and she opened. She would never have believed a cold-water shower could feel so good. 
The sauna-house didn’t seem to bother Wyatt as much. She wondered if menopause was more to blame than the humidity, but shrugged off the thought – there wasn’t anything she could do about either. Still deliberating about going inside, she wondered what mood Wyatt would be in. She fully understood the relationship between the current financial crisis and the bailout deal Wyatt was trying to put together. The daily newscasts had gone from bad to worse, and even her co-workers were becoming concerned. In the past, few people paid attention to events surrounding Wall Street and big banks - now, everyone did.  
A year ago, she would have been anxious about her husband’s health. After all, over the last few months there had been a noticeable change in him. He often seemed beyond caring or even capable of worry. Maybe he had learned not to let things get to him. At least he didn’t show anxiety like he used to. Still, she wondered if the pressure wasn’t building up inside like a big dome of lava under the crusty mantle of a volcano. Eventually, the volcano erupts. 
The tight financial situation hadn’t been a complete negative for the family. If Morgan forced herself to be optimistic, there were a few small, silver linings to be found. Wyatt often teased that his wife could find something positive in a heart attack. One reassuring point was Wyatt himself. These days, the talk around the water cooler commonly included accounts of men who lost their livelihood and took a nosedive right into the deep end. Details always involved drinking, divorce, abuse or other tales of horror. Wyatt was an exception to what had become the stereotypical bread earner who had succumbed to bad behavior after an economic demise. While he didn’t smile as often or laugh as easily, he was basically the same man as before. Quiet and surreal would be better words than moody, she thought.
Morgan shut off the motor and walked gingerly to the front door. Her feet were killing her after the ten- hour shift. She was taking all of the extra hours she could get, but with the price of everything going crazy, many of the other nurses were working overtime, too. A few years ago, working weekend and holiday hours was easy, now there were lotteries to secure prized overtime shifts. 
She found Wyatt in the kitchen, his gaze fixed on some point in space. A heaping mound of envelopes and circulars were stacked on the table in front of him. “Hey, babe,” she greeted, causing him to focus and then look up. 
His expression immediately put her on alert, broadcasting that something was terribly wrong. A weak “Hey,” was his only reply. 
“What’s wrong, Wyatt?”
Wyatt’s voice was low and his face grim. “It’s not been a good day, hun. The phone call I’ve been dreading… the merger is off. Rick delivered the news as gently as possible, but it’s still a no-go. He said the partners didn’t want to do anything with what’s going on in the markets right now.”
Morgan moved to his side, “Oh baby. I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you call me and let me know? I would’ve gotten a sub and come home right away. Are you okay?”
Wyatt looked up at her and faked a smile. He reached for the pile of mail in front of him and held up a rather thick bundle of papers. “A deputy came to the door with this a few hours ago.” Morgan looked down at the top sheet, and the print was large and bold. She saw the words, “Notice of Foreclosure,” across the top.
Morgan’s knees suddenly felt very wobbly, and she staggered a little before sitting beside her mate. If Wyatt noticed, he didn’t acknowledge anything. Morgan’s eyes darted from the paper to her husband’s face. His eyes were watery and red, his complexion pale. She leaned across the table and embraced him in a gentle hug. Only a few moments passed by before each was crying on the other’s shoulder.
The couple realized months ago that their house was no longer affordable. Even with Morgan’s extra hours and the cutbacks on household expenses, they couldn’t replace Wyatt’s share of the household income. The mortgage payments were the biggest single expenditure in the budget, and they knew it wouldn’t be long before the bank became impatient.
Fourteen years ago, the couple purchased their home, offering a hefty down payment. Because they never missed an installment and took great pride in the upkeep of both the grounds and residence, Wyatt initially believed there was equity in the property. When the accounting firm began to flounder, Wyatt and Morgan decided they would take two courses of action. First, they would put their homestead up for sale. Even though the house encompassed a lot of memories, the kids were grown now anyway. Their son, David had enlisted in the army. Sage was in college, on a full scholarship and living off campus in her own apartment. As the only two full-time residents, Wyatt and Morgan simply didn’t require 4,000 square feet of living space. 
The second means of stabilizing their finances involved applying for a mortgage modification. Years ago, the government had forced the banks to offer various programs designed to help people struggling through the down economy. In the off chance that the house did not move quickly, Wyatt would maneuver through the necessary paperwork to complete this process.
Within a few days, Wyatt and Morgan stood with a young realtor after finishing a pre-listing walkthrough of their home. The house-peddler had bad news. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think your home will sell for more than $200,000. It’s a wonderful space, but the kitchen and master bath are outdated, and there are hundreds of competitors on the market right now.”
Wyatt was shocked. “But we paid more than $400,000 for this place almost 15 years ago. I still owe $250,000 on the note. Things are that bad?”
The realtor had expected the reaction. She hated this part, no matter how many times she had to deliver bad news; she would never get accustomed to it. “Yes, things are that bad. I know you probably think I’m just trying to low ball your home to get a quick commission,” she answered, anticipating their unstated objection. “But I’m not. If you have a little time this weekend, I will be happy to show you some of my listings. Once you get a feel for what the market has to offer, you will see – there are hundreds of homes larger and more modern than yours, and most are listed for significantly less than what you owe. You’re not alone. I meet so many people who are in the same boat. That’s why you read so much about people just walking away from their homes.”
Morgan and Wyatt had taken her up on the offer and returned in a soured mood. The agent had been right, there was no way anyone would buy their property, based on what was available. Clearly, people were desperate to get out of their mortgages.
Plan-B was the mortgage modification. For two whole days, Wyatt filled out the endless forms required by the lender. The process bought them some time, but in the end, their request was rejected. Their income didn’t meet the modification guidelines. The final rejection letter arrived less than a month ago. 
Wyatt shook his head, thinking the bank hadn’t wasted any time throwing them out.
Overcome by the finality of their loss, tears flowed freely while the two silently hugged, both of their minds racing with questions. It was Morgan who broke the embrace and reached out to hold her husband’s hand. As gently as possible, she asked, “What are we going to do, Wyatt? Will they put us out in the street?”
Wyatt shook his head and pointed to a paragraph on the letter. “It says here we have 30 days. I think at that point in time, we’ll have to be out.” 
Morgan nodded her understanding and then reached across the table, removing the paper from his grasp. She gently took his other hand in hers and squeezed. “We’ll think of something, Wyatt. We always do. As long as we’re together, it will be all right.”
Wyatt’s next statement surprised her. “Actually, I have a plan. I’ve been thinking about it for hours, and while it’s not perfect, I don’t see much of an alternative. I’m a little hesitant to tell you though. It seems like I haven’t been the best planner lately.”
Morgan relaxed in her chair, not sure if Wyatt had finally lost it, or if she should be pleased with his inspiration. “Okay, I’m all ears, Wyatt. I hope it doesn’t involve a tent, because you know my idea of camping is sleeping in a hotel that doesn’t offer room service.” 
Morgan’s declaration set off a short session of gallows humor. Wyatt smiled and said, “No, no tent. I have a bridge all picked out. We can decorate in neo-modern cardboard, and I’ll woo you with the shiniest shopping cart under the overpass.”
Morgan laughed and shook her head. “Save some of that cardboard. I’ll make you a sign saying, ‘Will do accounting for food.’” Their snickering quickly faded, both realizing the jokes weren’t all that unrealistic. 
Wyatt reached for a bowl of fruit sitting in the middle of the table and pulled out an orange. He moved to the sink and dug his thumb into the skin, peeling back a long section. “Seriously Morgan, I’ve got an idea, but I don’t want to overwhelm you so soon. If you want to wait until the shock of all this has worn off, I’ll be glad to go over my grand scheme a little later.”
Morgan smiled up at him, “I’ll tell you what. You give me a few sections of that orange, and I’ll lend you my ear. Besides, I’m not going to get any sleep tonight anyway.”
Wyatt’s expression betrayed the fact he was having doubts about sharing his solution. As the business was failing, Morgan noticed more and more indecision and self-doubt in his eyes. Who could blame him, she thought. It seemed like everything he attempted, planned, or believed in had evaporated into thin air. Any normal person would begin to lose faith in his own judgment.
Morgan rubbed her husband’s shoulder in a reassuring gesture. “Wyatt, don’t make me beg. I’ll peel the orange if that’s what it takes for you to tell me what you’re thinking.” 
Wyatt nodded agreement with her terms and began laying out his strategy. “We’ve still got the boat. I say we turn all of this into a positive. Let’s sell everything, walk away from the house, and go live on the water. I know it’s a bit more of a drive to work for you, but we’ve paid for the slip a year in advance, and that fee includes all electric and water. We can sell all the furniture and the yard tools – everything except our clothes and food, and resign ourselves to a life of luxury on the sea.”
Wyatt handed his wife a slice of orange and continued. “I’ll find a part-time job at a gas station or maybe even get some temporary bookkeeping work. I know a big firm won’t hire me because of my credit rating, but a little company needing a part-time person probably won’t check. I can fish a little and maybe even pick up some cash repairing our neighbors’ vessels. What do you think?”
Morgan pondered Wyatt’s plan. Some time back, they had discussed retiring on the boat, but that was only daydreaming. It had never come up again because Wyatt still had faith in either the business bailout deal or the loan modification. Now, both of those options had dried up. She had to admit, compared to sleeping on the ground, the boat was the Taj Mahal. “Okay Wyatt, let’s say I agree to go along with not having a yard and living in constant motion. Are we going to do that forever? Do I need to grow gills?”
Again, Wyatt smiled at his wife and teased, “Baby, I’ve always had a mermaid fantasy. Sing me a siren song, would ya?”
Morgan waved him off with a “Pfffff” sound and then got serious. “We won’t be able to cruise or take her out. The fuel would be worse than our house payment. Let me think about it, Wyatt. Sleep might come a little easier tonight if I’m working on that question, rather than worrying about finding an unoccupied overpass.”
Wyatt seemed relieved at her reaction. “You don’t think I’m crazy? I know it’s not a great plan, but it’s all I could come up with so far.”
“No, my husband, I don’t think it’s crazy at all. As a matter of fact, I think it’s rather creative. I just need to think it through is all.”
Wyatt nodded and handed her the last section of the citrus fruit. “Oh, damn. I forgot, I got so wrapped up in the bad news, I forgot about the good news. David is coming home next month. He’s been granted 30 days leave.”
Morgan immediately brightened at the news. Her son was coming home! She hadn’t seen him in almost three months, and he was going to be here for a whole month! Wyatt pointed to the stack of mail on the table. “He sent a short letter – it’s in the pile there.”
Morgan shuffled through the mound of bills, collection notices, and junk until she found the handwritten note. It wasn’t much, but she held it to her breast and smiled widely. “Now, I do think I’ll be able to sleep.”
Wyatt wasn’t done yet. “I’ve saved the best for last. Come with me.”
He led her to the bedroom door, which was closed. She gave him a puzzled look, and he motioned for her to go in. When she crossed the threshold, a blast of cold air hit her. “I decided if we’re going to lose the house, we might as well go out in style, so I turned on the AC. What’s the electric company going to do – repossess the cold air?”
Morgan wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him close for a kiss. “I love you.”
“I love you too, baby. Thanks for hanging in there with me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
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The attack against the United States of America began with a hum, rather than a bang or boom. Spread out across China and dozens of other countries were computer servers in all sorts of configurations and clusters. Server farms, as they were called in the West, had sprung up throughout the East as well. Like the rest of the world, the populations of Asia demonstrated an unquenchable thirst for access to the internet. To feed the growing demand, thousands of gateways, hosting centers, and access points were installed throughout the region. MOSS controlled a significant number of these technology centers on the mainland. Not only did China monitor and control her people’s activities on the World Wide Web, the clandestine organization fully understood the power of the internet as a weapon.
For years, the game of one-upmanship had escalated. The Chinese would hack into some sensitive network or computer system, quickly answered by a new encryption routine or firewall that eliminated the threat. The hackers would overcome the new technology and penetrate again. This cycle repeated itself on an almost daily basis. Americans read press releases and watched newscasts covering the subject, but the reports always blamed nameless, unknown attackers, and indisputable links to the Red Nation were difficult to prove.
Most Western experts believed the Chinese were engaging in what amounted to digital war games. If an actual military confrontation between China and the US were to ever occur, military strategists expected an attack aimed at disrupting the Pentagon’s computers. 
It was also well known that hacking was used for industrial espionage. The computers storing schematics for the latest fighter jet, or material data sheets for a new type of stealth coating were always being probed and tested. Often, ultra-valuable information was stolen and delivered to engineers and scientists working for the Red government.
In the US, exorbitant amounts of money were invested to protect both government and private computer systems. After it became public that someone had stolen this, or infiltrated that, many copycat hackers decided they too might profit from stealing other people’s information. It wasn’t unheard of for one US company to hack another in order to obtain a competitive advantage.
There was also a huge wave of cyber-crime associated with identity theft. Millions of Americans woke up to find themselves the victims of such activities, often having their lives ruined by criminals who were thousands of miles away. Once a person’s confidential information was known, the thieves applied for loans that they never intended to repay.
Most of the money allocated to protect critical systems was focused on the industrial and military supply chains. Diplomats had been the targets of spying for years and had developed hardened, more secure systems. To the defense industry, digital skullduggery was something relatively new.
There were really two different types of hacking. The category most widespread was the theft of information. The other was destructive intrusions, often called viruses. In 2012, it became public knowledge that the United States had infected Iranian computers with a virus that slowed the Islamic nation’s nuclear weapons program. There were other organized attacks that remained secret.
The beauty of MOSS’ Operation Golden Mountain was that it broached new territory in the realm of using computers as offensive weapons. The software developed by the hundreds of expert programmers working for the ministry wasn’t stealing or destroying anything. The target systems had been intentionally built and designed to be used exactly as MOSS intended.
The US Internal Revenue Service had caught up with the modern world some ten years before when it began allowing American taxpayers to file their tax returns digitally over the internet. Millions upon millions of people embraced the option in order to receive a timely refund. The digital returns could be processed faster and cheaper than their paper ancestors, and the system was popular both within the service as well as with the general population. The programmers at MOSS showed a high level of interest in the system’s capabilities, too.
For the past few years, MOSS had been investigating and probing the IRS’s systems. There were hundreds of questions that needed to be answered before any sort of operation could be mounted. Originally, the MOSS hackers started using trial and error methods. One of the most critical components to the plan involved discovering how the IRS monitored returns as they were processed, such as what metrics were reported and the reaction time after questionable data was discovered. The list of unknowns continued on and on and would have seemed daunting to most people, but not the Chinese. They had practically inexhaustible human resources available. They were patient, methodical, and tenacious. 
The breakthrough came when a MOSS agent managed to infiltrate the IRS’s data processing center. A complete volume of the source code was smuggled out of the facilities on a thumb drive without the IRS even knowing they had been victimized.  
Once the source code was back in China, the game was over. Reverse engineering took a matter of weeks, and soon the programmers at MOSS understood every small detail of the IRS systems. Knowledge was power, and the plan had accelerated.
After a complete analysis of the IRS’s software, the next step was to gather a database of information on US citizens. This part had been easy. A few strategic entities were hacked, producing volumes of files with names, addresses, social security numbers and other sensitive data needed for the operation.
Over the last year, Analyst Wu had been gradually testing the IRS. The names of actual US citizens were used to file false tax returns electronically. Most of the fraudulent returns were configured to show a refund varying from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars. Wu had been amazed when the checks were printed and mailed by the United States Treasury within a few days. They even mailed one to an address in Singapore and paid the international postage.
Wu’s examination also revealed another weakness with the US system. Significant lag time existed between the death of a citizen and when the IRS’s computers recognized the fact. This nuance added a layer of opportunity to Operation Golden Mountain. A method was needed to retrieve the personal information of deceased Americans. 
The solution to build “the dead file,” as it was named, was an easy fix. The individual states all had on-line systems used to generate the necessary death certificates and other paperwork required when one of their citizenry passed away. Even a novice hacker would find these systems frighteningly simple to penetrate.
Wu and several members of the Golden team were gathered around a workstation in the MOSS headquarters basement. After the third pass through the checklist, Wu turned to Supervisor Yangdong with a questioning look. The older man simply nodded, and Wu pressed a single button on the workstation’s keyboard. 
All across the globe, servers began to hum, firing their digital weapons. In the US, the IRS computers responded, but not in defense. They answered back with acknowledgements as the first few thousand bogus tax returns were filed in a matter of seconds. It was only a trickle at first. Wu had designed the software to gradually increase the volume of fake documents over time so as not to cause alarm. 
The computer screen flashed the simple message of “In process,” signaling that The United States of America was under attack. Wu looked to gauge his boss’ reaction, and for the first time he could remember, Supervisor Yangdong was smiling. 
 
February 1, 2017
Houston, Texas
 
Morgan had the day off and normally would have slept in. Her discussion with Wyatt last night, combined with the cool air in their master bedroom, allowed her to sleep soundly, but wake early. As she made her morning coffee, Wyatt joined her in the kitchen, and the couple exchanged a brief, “Good morning.” 
It was known, but left unsaid, how important today was going to be. If the long-married couple had been able to read each other’s minds, they might have been surprised at how similar their thoughts were. Both understood that the conversation and eventual decision made that day would alter the course of their destiny. Both were deeply concerned about how that change would affect the other.
Morgan waited patiently for Wyatt to brew his morning dose of caffeine before broaching the subject. As her husband wandered around the kitchen, gathering the necessary condiments for his routine, she plopped down at the table and pondered how to kick off the tête-à-tête. 
Their boat was docked at a marina on the far south side of Houston. A few years ago, a customer had gotten behind in his payments to Wyatt’s company. The man had been a good friend as well as a long-term client. Since the fellow’s business was failing, he approached Wyatt one day and offered the title to the vessel as compensation. “I don’t want to stiff you, Wyatt. I’ve tried to sell the boat, but the market’s been destroyed by the recession. She needs some work and tender loving care, but her hull is solid. I bought her right, and most of the parts she needs are stored nearby. I’m offering to sign her over, free and clear, if you’ll accept the title as payment for what I owe you.”
In those days, Wyatt’s business was still trending well, and the couple had often dreamed about purchasing a boat. After a brief visit and hasty tour of the vessel, they agreed to the proposal, and the paperwork was finalized. Wyatt and David spent many weekends working on the boat. After it was habitable, Morgan and Sage accompanied the men and did their share of labor. The acquisition was one of the few hobbies the entire family could share. 
After Boxer had been refit, the family enjoyed several voyages aboard. That first summer, they cruised from the Mexican border to the Florida panhandle. They relished the quiet weekends aboard the boat without leaving the pier, while other holidays resulted in extended cruising. When Wyatt’s business turned sour, the outings to the marina declined. David’s leaving for the army, combined with Sage’s busy senior year in high school had all but eliminated their water getaways. 
Some months ago, when things started going downhill with the business, Wyatt contacted a broker and put their yacht up for sale. The boating world had suffered worse than the housing market over the last eight years, and they hadn’t received a single offer. Since the slip and insurance had been paid a year in advance, the boat sat unused and forgotten for several months.
Morgan took a sip of coffee and judged Wyatt ready to continue their discussion from last night. “What condition do you think the boat’s in?”
Wyatt briefly glanced up from the toast he was buttering. “I would guess she’s a little dirty, but the mechanicals should be shipshape. The last time we took her out, everything was fine.”
“What would we do with all of our stuff? I mean, there’s not room on board for much of anything. Would we store it?”
Wyatt thought for a moment and then replied, “I’ve read several articles about living aboard, and that always seems to be the hardest transition. We’ve surrounded ourselves with things - personal belongings and other items that just won’t fit on a small boat. From what I’ve gathered, it takes a while to get accustomed to a streamlined existence, but most people adapt.”
Morgan mulled that over for a while and then looked up smiling. “There would be a whole lot less to dust.”
Wyatt continued, “It’s the sentimental items that people mention missing the most. Pictures, the kid’s art projects, awards and trophies…that sort of thing.”
Morgan pushed back her chair from the solid oak table, suddenly flooded with the memories of scrambled egg breakfasts and Popsicle stick history projects. She rose slowly and deliberately, taking in the room and its contents as never before. She peered into the hall just off the kitchen at the ever-growing montage of school portraits, vacation snapshots, and birthday pictures she had gathered over the years. She eyed the assortment carefully, the emotion in her swelling as she remembered the whens and wheres. Wyatt joined her, draping his arm around her shoulders and pulling her close. 
After gazing at the family pictorial history for a bit, the couple turned back to the kitchen when something caught Wyatt’s eye. He planted his feet as he pointed out the laundry room door. Over the years, they had marked David’s physical development on the frame. Varied colors of inked notches with correlating dates indicated the progress of their son’s increasing height. The opposite frame documented Sage’s growth. “That’s the kind of thing that is priceless,” he said, “That’s what we’ll miss the most.” 
Morgan waved him off, “I’m not so sure Wyatt. I pass through that doorway every day, and to be honest, I don’t think I’ve noticed it for years. If you hadn’t pointed it out, I probably wouldn’t have thought about it.”
Wyatt wasn’t so sure. He’d watched Morgan change since the trouble began. Now, more than ever, she seemed determined to protect him from her frustrations. There had been a variety of examples to confirm his hypothesis. Her monthly appointment at the hair salon had been replaced by a bottle of hair color purchased at the drug store, and Sage was her new stylist. The first few attempts hadn’t produced the desired effect, resulting in Morgan strolling out of the bathroom with slightly moist eyes and sporting a hat. Wyatt had expected a far worse reaction than what his wife presented. He often wondered if she hid the pain from him intentionally. Regular manicures and gym workouts were sacrificed as well.  
Still, she had soldiered on, never complaining about the losses she was experiencing. Occasionally, Morgan would vent about the way things were impacting the children. When Sage graduated from high school, the celebration had been a much less elaborate affair than her brother’s only a few years before. Sage had never complained as far as Wyatt knew, but her mother claimed to know it bothered the girl. With promises like, “We’ll make it up to you one of these days, baby,” the hurt had slowly healed. 
Promises of better days ahead seemed to keep everyone’s spirits buoyant at first. But then the days didn’t really get better; in fact, they got worse. The family’s positive attitude showed signs of weakening as they faced the holidays. By Thanksgiving, blessings seemed to be in short supply, and the collective outlook showed flu-like symptoms – tired and achy. By Christmas, the malaise had progressed to pneumonia, and by New Year’s Eve, hopefulness was on full-blown life support. Everyone had promised each other the next year would be better and different, but the optimism seemed shallow and forced.
Wyatt cleared his head of the past and refocused on the present. Morgan had left him pensively reflecting next to the height chart, while she returned to the kitchen for a refill. When he joined her, she fairly beamed at him as she announced, “I think there’s a silver lining in all this, and even if you don’t agree with me, please keep it to yourself. I want to believe…no, I have to believe that we will be better people if this money thing forces us to shed some of our materialistic ways. Now, even if you don’t think the same thing…Wyatt please, pretty please, let me believe that. It’s the only way I’m going to pull through this change without being bitter.”
Wyatt nodded his understanding. “I agree 100%. If we are going to do this, we have to look at it like a positive step forward. We’re doing it for a simpler life…we’re leading the way, not running or being chased.” Wyatt swept his arm around the house, “Who needs all this stuff anyway?” He paused for a moment and used his best salesman’s voice. “As far as I’m concerned, we are taking this step to purge all these petty material distractions from our relationship. We want to concentrate on our love for each other and experience more of nature and the great outdoors.”
Morgan burst into hysterics. She tried to contain herself, but couldn’t. Wyatt’s feigned hurt look didn’t help her efforts. After a few attempts, she finally managed to blurt out the words “Horse feathers,” and then it was Wyatt’s turn to lose it.
A good hearty laugh seemed to brighten both their moods. Morgan looked her husband in the eye and smiled. “Do you love me?”
Wyatt’s look was just as genuine. “I do. With all my heart, I do.”
Morgan enjoyed their connection for a moment before raising her cup in a toast. “Let’s do it then.” Wyatt touched his cup to hers with a loud clink, and then they kissed.

AP Press Release –New York, New York – U.S.A. 08:00 February 2, 2017
Today, Moody Investments Limited announced a downgrade on US government debt. Effective immediately, US issued treasury bonds will carry a B- rating, lowered from a previous grade B assessment. A quote from Moody’s senior manager cited the continued economic stagnation and the federal government’s inability to reduce the deficit as the justification for the change. 
This is the third downgrade of the once bellwether bonds that has occurred in the last six years. 
Analysts anticipated the move since the US debt topped $19 trillion last week, and efforts to reduce spending stalled in Congress.
Thurmond Howell, senior analyst at Bork, Sterns and Lewis, stated, “This move is going to make it even more expensive for the federal government to borrow money. The international financial markets are becoming more agitated over the staggering amount of US debt. Fiscal stimulus measures have failed, while entitlement programs have grown.”
The announcement is expected to result in further downward pressure on the Dow Industrial Average, which has already lost more than 300 points in the last three trading sessions. 
In related news, the US Department of Commerce reported yesterday that core inflation rose to a level of 4.4% for the fourth quarter of 2016. This news was welcomed by European stock exchanges in late trading, as analysts there feared the Federal Reserve’s polices were artificially suppressing inflation.
 
Houston, Texas
February 2, 2017
 
Wyatt had been on the computer practically all day. He picked up the pad of paper resting next to the keyboard and leaned back, causing the chair to squeak. “I should’ve put that in the description,” he thought. Yesterday, after reaching their decision to live on the boat, Morgan spent her day off inventorying household items. The couple had categorized every nightstand, blender, and knickknack to be sold, given away, or stored. They had gone to bed, emotionally and physically exhausted. 
After this morning’s coffee, Wyatt immediately began listing the items to be peddled on various online auction sites. Even though Saturday garage sales were a regular occurrence, he was surprised at the sheer number of items that still occupied their home. He also needed to make the rounds to the local charity drop-off, used furniture store, pawnshop, and Sage’s apartment to distribute boxes of items that were unmarketable on the World Wide Web.
Wyatt glanced at his watch and whistled. For the last ten hours, he had taken pictures, typed in descriptions, and set prices. Sites like eBay, Craigslist, and other internet based secondhand portals were all familiar territory now. 
On one hand, Wyatt was impressed with how much cash they could potentially raise. Going from a nicely furnished, four-bedroom home, to the bare essentials required for onboard living was a massive undertaking. The couple agreed to store some things that neither could bear to part with, such as an antique hall table that had been in Morgan’s family for more than 100 years. The storage space would be paid using the proceeds from the sale of the other belongings. Hopefully there would be a significant amount of cash left over for living expenses on the water.
On the other hand, the process had been a depressing drain on them. To coldly walk through the house pointing at this, that or the other was emotional at times to say the least. Morgan, as usual, tried to keep things bright and cheery. She would point to a chair and say things like, “I never did think that went with the rest of this room, anyway.” 
Wyatt knew it was all a facade. While neither of them were what he would consider materialistic people, no one could casually dismiss a houseful of possessions that represented a lifetime. The children’s bedrooms had been the worst of it. Wyatt felt like he was selling the foundation of his offspring’s security right out from underneath them. The secure, warm place they could always return to, no matter what, was no longer going to be there. 
His wife surprised him by offering up some family treasures that he believed were “off limits.” At one point Morgan returned from her jewelry box with a handful of pricey-looking baubles. “These gaudy estate pieces once belonged to Aunt Barbara, and to tell the truth, I never did like her much. Can we sell them for the gold?” 
Since the economy had been in the tank for years, Wyatt knew the value of secondhand items wasn’t what it used to be. For a few fleeting moments, he wondered if they could raise enough money to salvage the mortgage, but quickly dismissed the notion. Their comprehensive sale was a one-time event, and in a few months, they would be exactly back where they started, only with no couch to sit on or television to watch. 
Morgan’s paycheck, any part-time work he could find, and the reduced cost of living should see them through. The proceeds from their going out of business sale would be the seeds of a new nest egg and emergency fund. 
Wyatt was pushing away from the computer, fantasizing about a cold drink from the fridge, when his email dinged. He glanced at the screen and sighed. The small television in the spare bedroom had attracted someone’s attention in Oregon, and a bid was posted. “So it begins,” he said to no one. “So it begins.”
 
Alexandria, Virginia
February 2, 2017
 
The computer servers located in the Internal Revenue Service’s main data center didn’t detect the slight increase in the number of tax returns being filed early. They processed the thousands of normal taxpayer forms with the same speed and efficiency as the bogus submissions sourced from China. 
As each digital return was processed, certain tests were made for data accuracy and completeness of the file. Social security numbers were verified against that agency’s primary database, and if there were no red flags, an electronic message was forwarded to the Federal Reserve to cut a check and mail it to the address indicated.
Each night, several summary reports were generated and disbursed to various managers, senior agents and others holding responsibility for the service’s daily operations. None of this analysis showed anything out of the ordinary or alarming. It was very common for those owed a refund to be the first to file and receive their checks. It was those who owed the government money that waited until the last minute. 
Another trend that hadn’t gone unnoticed by the IRS involved the country’s economy as a whole. Years ago, government analysts recognized that as the economy worsened, taxpayers wanted or needed their refunds as soon as possible. February, in a healthy economic climate, was a sluggish month. During tough times, people e-filed their returns hours after collecting their W-2s - the net effect being the service’s workload increased earlier in the calendar year.  
The digital gun aimed at the United States was armed with three different categories of ammunition. First, tens of thousands of returns from real, living Americans would be electronically filed. Their social security numbers were bona fide, as was their income. What was bogus was the amount of the refund claimed and the address where it was to be delivered. Wu’s software was designed to file these returns first because the IRS would only accept one tax return per social security number. Millions of puzzled Americans were going to get a letter back from the IRS when they tried to submit their legitimate tax returns.
The second bullet to be fired at the US was the dead file. Millions of Americans died every year, and while most estates would eventually submit the deceased’s final tax return, these filings tended to be very complex and rarely arrived at the IRS before April 15.
The final shot at the IRS computers was a series of amended returns. When MOSS received a refund for one of their bogus filings, a correction was immediately submitted. This double dipping of the fraudulent opening salvo resulted in even more US Treasury funds being mailed to addresses that were controlled by MOSS. This final wave was really not necessary, but the Chinese programmers enjoyed thinking about the bedlam they would cause in the American computer rooms.
The treasury began printing checks as requested by the IRS. There was no system in place that would recognize the high number of refunds being sent to post office boxes. Even less visible was the fact that many of the boxes were housed in businesses owned by immigrant entrepreneurs. 
As the checks were delivered by the US Postal Service, the managers of the MOSS-funded enterprises, such as those opened by Zang in northern California, would gather and cash the checks. The monies were then deposited into the checking accounts managed by MOSS and almost immediately wired through a series of offshore accounts. 
On the first day of the attack, a mere 10,000 returns were submitted. The average refund was $1,800, resulting in the United States Treasury being ripped off for a paltry $18 million. In reality, each false refund was actually a double whammy to the US government. An anticipated payment was converted into a liability, or money owed. 
On the second day of the campaign, 90,000 false tax returns were submitted. The daily number kept growing until the tenth day, when over one million were transmitted. The relentless barrage of fraud continued to hammer the IRS’s system for weeks.
 
February 10, 2017
Cypress Garden Apartments, Houston Texas
 
Sage fussed around her small apartment, somewhat anxious to see her mother and somewhat annoyed at the intrusion. The rare visit by both of her parents was welcomed in some aspects. As she glanced around the living room, she tried to envision what a few more small pieces of furniture would do for the place. Her mom tried to describe over the phone what she was bringing from the house, but Sage honestly couldn’t picture some of it. No matter, she thought, this place is so desolate now, anything would help.
As she tidied up in anticipation of the parental visit, a small picture on the end table caught her attention. The picture captured an unscripted moment of family fun on the boat. She was spraying her father with a hose, and mom’s timing with the digital camera had been perfect.
Setting the photograph back in its place, Sage wondered what her dad’s mood would be. Constant conflict and turmoil had characterized their relationship for the last year or so. The interaction with her father was becoming more unpleasant every day, something or someone had to yield.  Sage had opted for moving into her own apartment. Officially, her excuse had been a closer proximity to school; at least that was the polite justification for the change. In reality, she didn’t need to be closer to the college; she wanted to put distance between a house that simmered with stress and conflict, threatening her sanity. 
A wave of self-pity welled up inside of her. It just didn’t seem fair that her life was so abruptly and wholly altered. The promise of an Ivy League school had been a mainstay of high school years filled more with exploring the nuances of organic chemistry than pep rallies. The household mantra had always been “If you make the grades, we’ll pay for the best schools.” Somewhere between receiving her acceptance letter from Wellesley and the second interview with MIT, that rug was wrenched from underneath her previously firmly planted feet. The beginning of his senior year, David had chosen a Dodge Ram dual cab truck, complete with lift kit and chilled leather seats. Sage bummed rides to campus when she could, but most often found herself sharing a bus seat with some lovelorn, coming of age junior high lad who fixated on her chest while she did her best to ignore him. The list of altered promises and disappointments stretched on and on. Memories of the ill-fitting, secondhand prom dress still caused her eyes to water. 
David bailed for the army, and she couldn’t blame him for that. Isolated after David’s move, Sage found herself ill-equipped to manage the pressure of a crumbling family and a father who become more and more unpredictable as time passed.
She had always admired the way her dad easily managed the demands of a thriving business and bustling household. The last year before she moved out, he seemed to flounder. The strong embrace that had always grounded her in a sense of comfort and security began to weaken over time. As his hopelessness multiplied, her father withdrew and became hollow. Didn’t he realize this nasty situation affected more than just him? She wondered. It seemed like he just gave up right when she needed him the most.
Sage wandered to her bedroom and began folding blue jeans that had been sitting in a basket for three days. She knew her mom would notice and comment. Sage thought about how close she was with her mother, thankful of the relationship. Still, mom would fuss and bluster over Sage living out of the laundry basket. Is something wrong at school? Are you feeling okay? Thoughts of the interrogation made her smile, but still, she didn’t want to go through it today - especially not in front of her father. 
As she folded a slightly worn dishcloth, Sage’s mind drifted back to the time immediately prior to her move. She would never admit it, but the suggestion of her leaving home had been a cry for reassurance. Dad seemed to be focused on switching off lights to save electricity, not about her future. The final straw came the day she left a package at the discount store while she was refilling a prescription for her mom. When she had discovered the missing purchase, she had asked for the keys to return and retrieve it. Her father had become sullen and upset over the wasted gasoline. His scolding still resonated in her ears. Her protests that it had been an accident just made the situation worse.
Carrying the folded towels to the kitchen, Sage replayed that day in her mind. It wasn’t his being upset over the gas that pushed her out. That episode had been just another example of his attitude. The message that day made it clear that he no longer cared about anything other than his own problems. The failure of the family business was important, and Sage understood that. Wasn’t her life important too? Did everything have to be about him and the business? 
Sage grimaced at the replay of the disappointment. She had to finish getting ready for her parents to stop by, and reliving all of this wasn’t helping. Maybe they won’t stay long. Maybe dad will be in one of his quiet moods and there wouldn’t be any conformation or judgment.
 
Houston, Texas
February 10, 2017
 
The sign above the door read “Gold and Silver Buyers,” and looked out of place in the otherwise empty strip mall. Wyatt noticed the sign wasn’t a permanent fixture, but rather one of those banner advertisements hanging via a rope at each corner. The weeds sprouting here and there in the parking lot seemed to be competing with the random assortments of trash scattered around. A long row of dirty windows displayed montages of signage broadcasting “Space for Lease.” The block walls between the storefronts held their own advertising, courtesy of some local youths and spray paint. Two years ago, Wyatt wouldn’t have even considered doing business at such a place. Now, the low-rent, unoccupied strip mall was commonplace – eyesore or not.
Wyatt turned off the motor and got out. He made another quick scan of the parking lot, making sure he was alone. The wadded paper bag in his hand was full of Morgan’s gold jewelry, and he couldn’t help but feel like a target. There was one other car in the lot, and he was sure that belonged to the girl working in the shop. If I were desperate, he thought, I would wait for some dude to come toting in his life’s treasures and sell them. I would be waiting on him when he came out with the cash. 
Wyatt shook his head, embarrassed at his paranoia, and picked up the pace across the lot. Still, he watched his back. Years ago, this area was one of Morgan’s favorite shopping destinations and an icon of Houston’s north side. The main street was Farm to Market 1960, or FM1960. The two-initial designation a leftover from a time when this area had been farmland and the early Texans had been practical in naming their roads. Houston had experienced a boom of growth in the 1970s and ‘80s. The city didn’t have any zoning, allowing the growth to spread outward rather than upward with skyscrapers. FM1960 became one of the main drags.  For over 15 miles, scores of shopping malls, office buildings and businesses of every kind had budded and thrived. Wyatt remembered someone once saying, “If you can’t buy it on FM1960, you don’t need it.” 
All of those new businesses needed cheap labor, and apartment complexes sprouted along the corridor like wildflowers in the spring. Upscale housing, country clubs, and restaurants abounded. When the never-ending recession gripped the country in 2009, things began to change. Stores hired fewer workers, which translated into fewer apartment leases being signed. Owners of apartment buildings needed to fill their vacancies, so rents became cheap. Inner city, low-income families suddenly realized they could afford to live in a better neighborhood and moved in. 
Like so many communities in the US, urban creep began to wear down the once celebrated area. Crime slowly increased, and school rankings began to fall. Upscale shoppers moved to safer, less congested stores and shops. Businesses closed or relocated, following the consumers. Just like the apartment complexes, the commercial developers needed to lease their space, so rental rates dropped. Less desirable retailers jumped at the chance for a more prestigious address. It was a downward spiral that was almost impossible to stop. 
The all but empty strip mall Wyatt was approaching was one of hundreds along the six-lane street. He remembered when traffic was an issue – but no more. He hadn’t seen more than four or five cars at any one stoplight the entire trip. 
The tattoo parlors, pawnshops, secondhand stores, and payday loan businesses survived, but they were like small islands in a dead sea of decay. Wyatt dismissed all of this and pushed the doorbell-like buzzer at the entrance. He’d been here a few days ago to get a quote, so he knew the process. The realization that this jewelry was the last large ticket item compelled him to be a savvy seller and solicit several bids. He’d visited four different locations, and King Midas Gold and Silver Buyers was the highest bidder. 
He waited a few moments until the sound of the lock disengaging buzzed in his ears. The sparse lobby was obviously as temporary as the sign outside. A few mismatched chairs, a single end table, and crusty-looking lamp sat amid bare walls. The hastily acquired decor wasn’t intended to attract repeat business. Behind a small counter sat a young woman, less than 30 years old. Her smile indicated she remembered him from a few days prior. “So, we offered the highest price for your gold?”
Wyatt nodded, “Yes, you’re the winner. Is the quote still good?”
The girl scanned her computer monitor and pecked a few times on the keyboard. She paused while the machine responded and then busied herself with a calculator. Twenty seconds later, she looked up and smiled again. “You’re in luck. Gold shot up again this morning, so I can actually offer you a little more than I estimated the other day.”
“Well that’s good news. How much more?”
The girl double-checked her calculator and the computer screen. “Almost $500 more. Gold is going nutzoid right now.”
Wyatt teased, “Maybe I should wait a few more days to sell. I might get another thousand by then.”
A shrug was quickly followed up with a mumble. “Up to you.”
Wyatt was actually pondered doing just that, but decided against it. The precious commodity could go down as well. That was the problem with all of the turmoil churning throughout the country right now – you just never knew what was going to happen.
Wyatt shook his head and placed the heavy paper bag on the counter. “Naw, I’ll go ahead and sell today. The only thing going up in price faster than precious metals is gasoline, and I’m wasting a lot of that liquid gold by driving around.”
The young woman nodded and took Wyatt’s bag. She began a lengthy process of pulling each piece of jewelry out and rubbing it on a black surface that looking like the ink tin of an old-fashioned rubber stamp. She then carefully squirted a drop of liquid from a small tube to check the purity. 
The entire process took almost an hour, and Wyatt scrutinized her every move carefully. While his instincts told him the gal was honest, you couldn’t be too cautious. When the girl had finished weighing, testing, and marking every piece, she hit the total button on her calculator with a grand gesture. Rather than announcing the total, she turned the little device around so Wyatt could see the number. Not bad, he thought, not bad at all.
He nodded his acceptance, and the attendant said, “I have to go to the safe in the back. I can’t leave your gold out here while I’m gone. Do you trust me enough to let it out of your sight for a few minutes?”
Wyatt nodded again, figuring nothing in life was without risk. While the girl left to retrieve his money, he reflected on the last few days. The rise in the price of gold helped offset some of the gloom he had been feeling since Morgan and he had set off on this course. It had been so difficult selling everything. Countless trips to pawnbrokers resulted in the liquidation of blenders, leaf blowers, televisions and other man-portable items. Three different secondhand stores now displayed his family’s furniture on their showroom floors. Sage welcomed the bookcase, wardrobe, 3 boxes of kitchen paraphernalia and assorted décor items into her apartment. Morgan and she had offset some of the melancholy by fussing around and arranging the hand-me-downs in the newly furnished space. 
Still, it was depressing. Wyatt and Morgan had basically kept their clothing, and enough kitchenware to make coffee and eat. Last night they had slept on folding cots normally stored in a hall closet for guests visiting during times of high occupancy in their household. 
Shortly, the attendant returned, counting out a significant stack of $100 bills. Wyatt, ever worried about robbery, stashed the cash in three different pockets before bidding the lady goodbye. He paused before leaving the place, checking that the parking lot was still empty.
Driving home, he reflected on how much the area had deteriorated over the last 15 years. The parallel with his life was obvious.
Until it hits you between the eyes, he thought, you don’t realize the effect of poverty. When his credit rating began its descent, small gotchas popped out of the woodwork. The cost of his life insurance rose 20% - blamed on a bad credit rating. He tried to switch policies, but no new company would have him at any price. Again, his credit score was deemed the culprit. 
Credit card companies suddenly increased their interest rates precipitously even though they were being paid every month. When Wyatt contacted the banks, they said that he was now a higher risk than before – regardless of his payment history. “I bet you guys showed up late for the battle and enjoyed bayonetting the wounded,” he had angrily scolded one call center employee. It didn’t help; they raised his interest rate again the following month. 
Morgan tried to downgrade their satellite television to a basic cable package, but Comcable wouldn’t take them as a customer without a significant deposit. The amount of the deposit was more than what they would have saved with the reduced service. It seemed to Wyatt that everyone was dog piling his family, kicking them when they were down. Job interviews for positions he could handle with one hand tied behind his back led nowhere. Finally, a headhunter returned his call and laid it out on the table – no one wants to hire an accountant with bad credit.
He had checked into bankruptcy and couldn’t find a law firm that would take either his company or him personally as a client without extortionist-level retainer fees. The cost was so prohibitive; Wyatt wondered how anyone could afford to go out of business legally.  
When the lease was up on his company car, he relegated to a used SUV. The “We Finance Here” car lot charged extraordinary interest rates that negated much of the savings over a new car. The repair bills for the constantly breaking vehicle resulted in it actually costing him more than a new vehicle would have.
The role of the humiliation factor couldn’t be ignored. During the last few months the business had been operating, Wyatt had a lot of trouble focusing on work. It seemed like every night there was a new crisis at home, and the resolution was often demoralizing. Constant phone calls from bill collectors filled his voice mail, while endless emails offering money from loan sharks and payday loan hacks cluttered his inbox. Trying to work on a client’s books during this period was next to impossible, and he often wondered if the stress didn’t affect the quality of his work.  
Wyatt turned into his neighborhood and noticed another house was up for sale. There were now nine homes listed on his street, four of which were in foreclosure. Thinking about a new start and leaving all this behind actually improved his mood. We’ll make things simpler, he mused.
Three days later, Morgan and he packed the last few remaining items in the house and locked the door behind them - one last time. Each of them anticipated the need to console the other, but that concern was completely unnecessary. Both were relieved this chapter of their financial ordeal was finally over.
The couple stood in the driveway and held hands for a brief, tender moment before driving both cars to the marina. Stopping at the mailbox, Wyatt conducted a small ceremony of placing an envelope containing the keys inside. The mortgage company could wait on the US mail just like everybody else. 
On the way to the dock, they stopped by Sage’s apartment. For once, she was actually ready to go and hopped in her mother’s car. Morgan appreciated her daughter taking a few days off so the family could be together during the transition. Since the plan was going so smoothly, she thought about taking a little of the gold money and going shopping. As the two girls followed Wyatt’s SUV through Houston, their conversation centered on how to break the news that a detour to the mall was in order.
 
 



Chapter 4
 
 
 
February 14, 2017
Kemah Bay, Texas
 
That first day, they busied themselves preparing the boat. The forty-five foot trawler was really more like a floating two-bedroom, two-bath condo. Boxer had been Wyatt’s pride and joy. After much debate, the family decided to name their new craft in honor of a great-uncle who once served as a naval aviator aboard the aircraft carrier USS Boxer. Wyatt had always been close to the man and thought the name matched the boxy shape of the vessel as well.
Like returning to a vacation home that hadn’t been occupied in some time, all sorts of small tasks needed to be done before the couple occupied the space full time. Water tanks needed to be flushed and refilled. The septic system required similar attention. While Morgan and Sage busied themselves with dusting, wiping and washing, Wyatt performed maintenance on the numerous onboard systems.
There were three diesel motors in the engine room. Two were for propulsion, the third being a 14- kilowatt generator to power the hotel. All of them required oil and fluid checks. Boxer was also equipped with an extensive battery system. Besides the normal, deep-cycle starting batteries for the engines, she carried a bank of reserve cells connected to an inverter. If the family wanted to enjoy a quiet evening without the humming of the generator, Boxer could power all of her appliances using battery only – for a while.
Wyatt checked the filters on the air conditioning and heating system as well as Boxer’s water maker. The latter device pulled seawater through a series of ceramic filters and produced fresh drinking water. 
Morgan and Sage had two, full bathrooms to address. Each was fully equipped with head, shower, and vanity sink. Besides unpacking the significant amount of personal items carried from their home, the girls wanted to freshen the entire cabin, as it had not been ventilated for several weeks.
The trio worked tirelessly from dawn till dusk, as a seemingly endless amount of work was required to make Boxer feel like home. They unpacked and stowed clothes, stored pantry items, and replenished their supply of ice. 
Boxer was equipped with one household-size refrigerator and a small deep freezer in the galley. A half-size refrigerator on the deck kept cool drinks handy topside.
After starting the diesels, topping off the battery fluid, and double-checking the workings of the engine room, Wyatt advanced to the bridge and repeated a similar process there. 
Boxer was really a three-story boat. Seafarers boarded her transom on the middle, or deck level. Four stairs headed downward into the cabin, or hotel area, while a ladder led up to the bridge. 
In the center of the bridge was the helm, the nerve center of Boxer’s operation. A plush, comfortable, white, vinyl chair was bolted to the deck in front of a dash that wouldn’t have looked out of place in an airplane. Rows of gauges, digital readouts, meters, and large monitors surrounded the stainless steel steering wheel.
Each of Boxer’s three engines required its own set of monitoring instruments. Equipped with the equivalent of four separate electrical power systems as well, Boxer could run off shore power just like a house. She could also generate her own AC power from either the battery or generator. The fourth system was DC, powered from the large battery bank in the engine room. Each of these options demanded its own panel of gauges and meters on the helm.
Wyatt smiled as he remembered having to learn how to operate the vessel some years ago. He had studied all of Chapman’s books regarding piloting and seamanship over and over again – almost memorizing the information those nautical standards contained. 
In reality, Boxer was a combination house and recreational vehicle. As long as her fuel tanks held diesel and the galley were stocked, she was quite self-sufficient. She was mobile, able to handle all but the worst weather conditions without issue. 
A burnt orange sunset streaked the western horizon when Wyatt finished his extensive checklists. He heard the sliding glass door leading to the salon roll open, and a moment later Sage’s head appeared at the top of the ladder. “Mom says dinner’s ready.”
“Another five minutes and I’ll be through,” Wyatt responded. 
A few moments later, Morgan steered her husband to the boat’s bow where two plates complete with PB&J’s were illuminated by a crimson, cinnamon-scented votive candle. It was Valentine’s Day, after all. 
 
 

 
Wyatt’s cell phone buzzed at 2 a.m. He was so deep in REM sleep; he couldn’t find the right buttons to answer the call. His half-functioning mind revved his adrenal glands, arriving at the conclusion that collection agencies were now dialing his cell phone in the middle of the night. He became so angry that when it rang again a few minutes later, his tone was extremely harsh. “This had better be good!”
A surprised voice on the other end responded, “Dad?”
Wyatt exhaled, his voice becoming instantly soft. “David? I’m sorry, buddy…I was asleep. Is everything okay?”
“Dad, I’m getting on a military transport in 10 minutes. I should be at Ellington Field about three hours from now. Can you pick me up?”
Wyatt’s heart soared. “You bet I will, son. I’ll get ready and head that way in just a bit.”  It was almost an hour’s drive to the airfield.
“Okay, Dad. I’m sorry I woke you. You’re going to have to put up with me for 30 days, ya know.”
Wyatt yawned, and a sleepy smile crossed his lips. “I guess we’ll figure out some way to survive. Love you, son.”
“Love you too, Dad.”
The line went dead, and Wyatt sat in the dark for a moment, enjoying what was a rare, good feeling. His son was coming home, and right at that moment, nothing else mattered. He felt a hand on his shoulder, signaling Morgan was awake. “Is everything okay?”
Wyatt stretched, the night’s stiffness evaporating from his body. “Yes, yes it is. David’s plane will land in a few hours,” he stated, pushing back the covers, swinging his legs off the side of the bed, and sitting upright. “I’m going to pick him up.”
Morgan grunted, “You mean we are going to pick him up, don’t you?” 
Wyatt grinned, “If you make the coffee, then you can tag along.” The remark earned him a playful swat on the shoulder. 
 
February 14, 2017
Washington, D.C.
 
The sounds of clicking heels and scuffing shoe leather echoed from the polished marble floor as Reed ambled toward his office. He had just been through one of the most confusing meetings of his budding political career and was trying to analyze what just happened. 
The real power in the House of Representatives was measured by which sub-committees a congressman was assigned. The entire process was like a professional sports league trying to put together a multi-player deal. Draft picks, order of selection, free agents and future considerations all contributed to a system of political bartering that made Reed question the sanity of the entire process. Personal qualifications, experience, or desire had little, if anything, to do with it.
Despite this feeding frenzy for leverage and constant maneuvering for power, the freshman had managed to achieve his goal. He was now the newest member of the House Subcommittee on Domestic Monetary Policy and Technology - the sweet spot for dealing with the Federal Reserve.
Reed had sacrificed every other potential position to acquire this appointment. He had risked exposing his agenda, with one senior member of his party questioning why he was bypassing other politically powerful opportunities. Some quick thinking seemed to satisfy the curious politician, but just barely. “I believe future economic events will make this committee more influential than it is today,” the junior congressman explained. The party’s leadership hadn’t posed any further questions. 
He was running a game within a game. He had made no secret of his dislike of the Federal Reserve System during his campaign. Carefully crafting his speeches to make it a secondary issue, Reed didn’t want to appear overzealous to the electorate or to elicit unwanted attention of party powerbrokers. He judiciously manufactured the image of a man compelled to reform the Fed, hoping to provide a good cover for his true intention – discovering what really happened to his father. 
Reed strode through the heavy, wooden door that separated his office from the hall of the capitol building. Brenda glanced up and smiled, handing him the stack of messages from the corner of her desk. Before he could even say hello or thank her for the notes, the phone rang.
“Congressman Wallace’s office,” she answered professionally. “No, I’m sorry; the congressman isn’t in at the moment.” Reed winked at her and proceeded through the reception area toward his office, flipping through the messages as he passed. Brenda covered the phone with her hand and cleared her throat to attract his attention. When he established eye contact, she motioned with her head to one of the visitor’s chairs in the corner. There, a smallish man sat with a briefcase on his lap. Wallace studied his watch and realized his appointment had arrived considerably early, but that was just fine with him. He had been looking forward to visiting with this man for a long time.
Reed nodded a silent thank you to Brenda and stepped over to address his visitor. He offered his hand, bowing slightly at the waist. “Dr. Martin?”
Peering over the rims of his coke bottle-thick glasses, the older gentleman managed more of a grimace than a smile. He nodded and weakly shook the Texan’s hand. Reed made a motion with his arm, inviting the visitor to his office while saying, “Please, Doctor, won’t you come right in?” 
“I’m a little early,” protested his guest. “The taxi driver drove much too fast despite my objections. I kept telling the maniac that I wasn’t in any hurry.” 
“It’s not a problem, sir. Can I get you anything?” 
The man considered the query for a moment before shaking his head. “No, thank you; I’m fine.” 
Reed followed Dr. Martin in, motioning for his guest to settle in one of two burgundy leather visitors’ chairs. After the doctor was seated, Reed chose the other chair, rather than sitting behind his desk. He wanted his visitor to feel comfortable and interact with him as an equal.
The congressman began, “So, Dr. Martin, how long have you been the head of George Washington University’s History Department?”
“Almost twelve years now. I enjoy the research part of the position more than the teaching these days. The administrative role has never been a favorite of mine. Necessary evil, I suppose.”
Reed nodded his understanding. “Do you find my request unusual, sir?”
The man reflected on his response for a little longer than Reed believed necessary. When the professor finally spoke, the pause was understandable. “No. No, not really. My department receives the occasional request from various branches of the government. I normally assign such tasks to one of our post-graduate students. Your inquiry, however, had already been made some years ago by one of your congressional predecessors. I handled his project originally, so it only made sense for me to handle this request personally.” 
Reed was curious. “A predecessor of mine?”
The doctor nodded, “Yes, congressman Ron Paul asked my department for a nearly identical study some years ago. I’ve always had a streak of libertarianism myself, and have a lot of respect for Ron. I rolled up my sleeves and dove right into the project.”
Reed nodded and watched Dr. Martin unzip his briefcase, pulling out a small pad-computer. The professor continued. “Congressman, before we begin, I need to tell you something. I do this only so as not to waste valuable time. I can provide a synopsis of the information you’ve requested right now. I don’t think it’s the answer you’re looking for, but it would save both of us a lot of effort.”
Reed was a little surprised by the statement, but recovered quickly. “Why sure, professor. I suppose that makes sense. Please continue.”
The historian nodded, “I’ll get right to the point, congressman. It’s no secret that you are the next in a long line of anti-Federal Reserve officials who’ve managed to get elected. I’ve reviewed your campaign speeches, scrutinized your website, and consulted with senior members of your party.”
The professor paused for a moment, letting his statement sink in before continuing. “I’ll be blunt, Mr. Wallace. If your intent is to replace or modify the Fed, it simply won’t work. You’ll be wasting your time. The Federal Reserve System is entrenched, powerful, and well-protected.”
That’s what I want everyone to think I’m doing, thought the congressman. I want them all to be distracted by thinking I’m out to change the system. The expression on Reed’s face relayed a mock surprise at the academic’s words. He started to protest, but the professor cut him off. 
“Representative Wallace, I’m not a big fan of the Fed. I understand its imperfections more than most. The Federal Reserve should be thought of like Churchill viewed democracy, ‘Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others that have been tried from time to time.’ Well, sir, the Fed is the worst form of central banking I’ve ever seen, with the exception of all the other methods that have been tried throughout history.”
Reed feigned cynicism, now convinced he had contacted the perfect person for his purposes. “You’re going to have to expand on that, professor. I’m a little shocked by the direction this conversation is heading.”
The professor smirked knowingly, believing he was one step ahead of the younger man sitting next to him. “Throughout the history of organized government, there have been two methods of monetary policy. Either the government or a powerful private entity has controlled the money. Both methods have always led to economic disaster. In some fashion, one can attribute the downfall of history’s greatest empires to this very policy. British, Roman and Ottoman empires all failed due in some part to the management of their currency. As you know, these downfalls resulted in enormous suffering by the people of the realm. This has been the case regardless of the form of rule, be it socialism, democracy or republic. There are no historical exceptions.”
Reed’s gaze drifted for a moment while the professor’s words rolled around in his mind. After a brief pause, he nodded for the man to continue.
“Even here in the United States, we experimented with both methods for over 150 years. The Continental Congress controlled the money supply to fund the Revolutionary War. The British overwhelmed the system with counterfeit bills. An independent central bank was then established, only to be ruined by corruption. Lincoln reversed that system, generating Greenbacks. Again, government control eventually failed. The US has bounced back and forth between the two methods since the beginning. The establishment of the Federal Reserve System in the 1920s stabilized the economy and engendered long-term growth. The Fed is a hybrid of the two methods, and it works better than anything else human society has implemented.”
The Texas representative crossed his legs, leaning back in his chair. “It doesn’t sound like anyone wanting to disrupt the status quo would have your support either, professor.”
Dr. Martin immediately dismissed the concept. “I couldn’t offer any voice about what’s going on today. I don’t have the unabridged facts to study and analyze.” The older man’s face became very serious, “Young man, it takes a while for time to erode all of the inaccuracies and propaganda put in place by powerful men. And believe you me; history is full of influential people who were experts at this sort of deception. Slowly, over many decades, the smoke and mirrors dissipated, and truth surfaced. To the historian, time is often like a knife - peeling away the deceptive skin covering the fruit of truth. That’s why I’m a historian.”
Reed did an admirable acting job, his expression displaying disappointment. “I’m sorry you feel that way, professor. Still, I would like to contract the study, if you please. At minimum I need the history lesson.”   
The professor sighed, “Who prints the money, or more accurately, who controls the money supply, is one of the most misunderstood facts about our government. Today, our government doesn’t print its own money to spend – that is done by the Fed. The people who run the Fed, and thus make monetary policy, are appointed by the government. It’s a shared power, with neither side having full control.” 
The older man gazed at his watch, standing abruptly. “My apologies, Congressman, but I’ve another appointment. I’ll be in touch when I’ve finished your study.”
After shaking hands and showing his guest to the door, Reed returned to his window and peered out into the gray Potomac sky. I don’t care about the Fed or the money supply or any of it. I want to find out who killed my father and why.
 
February 15, 2017
Washington, D.C.
 
The secretary of the Department of the Treasury glared at the phone with an expression that betrayed her complete annoyance. She was only halfway through the latest status report on anti-counterfeit operations, and this call was the fourth one since she began. Reaching for the ultra-modern speakerphone, she couldn’t help but notice the nine-inch high stack of additional paperwork that required her attention today. Hitting the intercom button, her voice relayed frustration. “Yes, Ginger, what is it?”
“I’m sorry to interrupt, Secretary Palmer, but there are two gentlemen here from the IRS. They maintain it’s an urgent matter.” 
Rubbing her temples, Wanda Palmer whispered under her breath, “What now?”
Ginger evidently recognized the exasperation in the utterance, expanding, “They are rather insistent, ma’am.”
SOT Palmer, as she was known throughout the organization, curtly responded, “Show them in please, Ginger.”
A few moments later, the door to the secretary’s office opened, and two men Wanda didn’t recognize were shown in. Quick introductions were exchanged, but Wanda was so tired she couldn’t remember their names. She almost let out an audible chortle when she recognized a resemblance between the two IRS agents facing her and the vaudeville characters, Abbot and Costello. While the two men confirmed with Ginger that they didn’t need anything to drink, Secretary Palmer was trying to remember which was taller, Abbot or Costello. The taller man interrupted her memory search, speaking with urgency in his voice. “Madam Secretary, as you know, Under-Secretary Withers is on vacation at the moment. We felt this matter was important enough to bring to your attention immediately.” 
Something in his tone caught Wanda’s ear. “Go ahead; you’ve got my attention.”
The shorter IRS agent opened a small attaché case while his partner continued. “A few hours ago, it became evident that something was terribly wrong with the IRS’s tax processing system. We believe there is a strong possibility that we are experiencing some sort of cyber-attack.”
Secretary Palmer’s first thought was, “So, why are you troubling me with this?” Rather than ask why they hadn’t immediately contacted the FBI, she decided to hear them out. “Go ahead.”
It was Abbot’s turn to talk, “Ma’am, this report indicates that tax returns generating over 210 billion dollars’ worth of refunds have been submitted electronically to our system in the last eight days. That is over 100 times the average for this time of year.”
Marsha let out a very un-cabinet-level whistle. “Did you say billion – like with a ‘b’?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did.”
Secretary Palmer reached for the report and quickly scanned the numbers. A minute later, she glanced up and tersely inquired, “Has anyone notified the FBI?”
Abbot and Costello first looked at each other, and then Costello spoke. “No, Madam Secretary, we didn’t. There is evidence that the source of the attack is offshore, and we don’t have the authority to report an act of international terrorism…perhaps an act of war.”
“What?”
Abbot continued, “We noticed the abnormality three days ago and sent out our own investigators at that time. It finally became clear this morning that a very disturbing trend is in play here.” Abbot looked at his co-worker, who nodded that the other agent should continue. 
“Ma’am, we believe the Chinese government may be the source of this attack.”
SOT Palmer’s spine bristled, and her gaze became piercing. “You’d better be able to back up that type of statement…and do a very fine job of it.”
Secretary Palmer listened as the two men explained their logic. Agents had been sent to three different addresses that had received refund checks. All were postal service stores with hundreds of mailboxes, and all were owned by Chinese individuals or corporations. When the business owners’ names were finally tracked down, the FBI’s counter-intelligence desk had flagged one of the people as a potential MOSS agent. 
The two IRS agents continued with the results of the investigation for a few more minutes when the secretary held up her hand and stopped them. “I assume someone has stopped payment on all of those checks?”
Abbot and Costello’s reaction justified their new nicknames. The two men hesitated and stammered for a few moments before Abbot finally blurted out, “No, Madam Secretary, we haven’t done that because we can’t. There is no way to discern legitimate returns from bogus ones, and even if we could, the government can’t stop processing on individual checks. We don’t have that capability in the system. There’s never been a need. We would have to stop processing on all treasury checks, including social security, unemployment and pensions. Even the military’s paychecks would have to be stopped.”
Secretary Palmer made her decision in less than a second. She reached for her phone and pressed a button.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Ginger, get me the chief of staff at the White House right away. Tell him it’s extremely important.” 
 
The White House
The gathered staff sat in shock as Secretary Palmer and her early morning guests explained the situation to the president and his immediate staff. A hastily prepared presentation served as the primary focus of the meeting, with the attendees flipping pages as their eyes widened and narrowed during Palmer’s narrative.
“Mr. President, in summary, each year the Internal Revenue Service processes approximately 153 million tax returns. Normally, about 80% of those receive refunds. The annual government collections from individual income tax are $1.8 trillion. Normally, we refund about $400 billion of that amount, resulting in a final net number of $1.4 trillion in revenue. This situation could reduce that amount by over 20%, sir.”
Everyone in the room knew that China was to blame, but no one wanted to say it. The world was teetering on several different edges as it were; a war was something no one wanted to add to the mix. The president fully understood that’s what this meant – an act of war. Subterfuge was often as damaging as an overt attack. 
After the known facts had been disclosed, the obvious next step was to determine a course of action. This stage of the meeting was the exact opposite of the presentation, as several discussions lead to debates that escalated to arguments. As a variety of solutions rolled around the conference room, it was determined that the Federal Reserve Board must be brought into the conversation. Twenty minutes later, Chairman Gordon was on the speakerphone and being briefed. When Secretary Palmer finished her presentation, Gordon whistled loudly. 
“Mr. President, I can see only two options here. Either we honor the checks that have been written or we don’t. As I’m sure you’ve already been told, we don’t have the capability to pick and choose which payments are honored versus rejected. People will take the checks to local financial institutions, and our clearinghouses will process the Treasury’s account numbers, crediting the banks. It’s an all or nothing proposition because Treasury doesn’t differentiate the accounts for social security stipends, Medicare reimbursements, or tax refunds. It all comes out of the same bucket.”
The chief executive replied, “Chairman Gordon, what will be the impact if we honor the bogus returns? And by that, I mean what will be the consequences of $180 billion withdrawn from the government’s operational cash accounts?”
There was a longer than normal pause on the other end of the speaker. Finally, the nation’s top banker responded. “Mr. President, that amount of money is significant in the grand scheme of our country’s financial position. In reality, sir, the final impact to the nation will be about twice that. The government is going to get double-dipped because anticipated revenue will be converted to expenditure. The final number could be as large as $360 billion, sir. That is a significant sum.” 
The president nodded, “If in fact it is the Chinese, their absconding with only $10 will become a political hot potato.” The nation’s leader scanned the faces of each ally seated at the table. “We will be attacked by the other side of the aisle relentlessly. Some of the citizenry will demand retaliation, while others will lose faith in our administration.” Most of the gathered staff nodded knowingly.
The chief executive downed a sip of water and continued. “Chairman Gordon, what if we don’t honor the checks and other payments until all of this is resolved?”
The voice on the other end hesitated. “I’m not sure, sir. This situation is unprecedented. Historically, whenever governments have failed to meet their obligations, there have been mixed reactions. I think the outcome all depends on how it is presented to the American people. Since this would be only a temporary situation, I would hope it would be manageable.”
Another 20 minutes of discussion ensued before the president issued his final statement. “I don’t know about all of you, but I’m sick and tired of America playing the victim. Our friends on the Asian mainland have manipulated currency, tariffs, manufacturing agreements, international finance, and practically every other aspect of global trade, with little to any regard for anyone but themselves. They have blocked uncounted initiatives and resolutions in the United Nations, while doing business under the table with such rogue regimes as North Korea, Iran, and Venezuela.”
The most powerful man in the world paused for just a few moments, carefully selecting his words. “I’ve had enough. I believe the American people will accept waiting a few days for their checks and deposits in order to stop this blatant attack. We’ve always pulled together when aggressors have sought to harm our nation. I don’t see how this situation is any different. We need to stop the diversion of our funds to China. Chairman Gordon, please stop payment on all US Treasury checks immediately.”
 
February 15, 2017
White House Press Room
 
The room was abuzz with hushed conversations projecting from a dozen small groups of reporters. The anticipation thickened the air, and everyone could smell the adrenaline flowing through the gathering. It had been months since an “all hands on deck” press conference had been called. These things didn’t happen unless something big was in the works. 
Several of the reporters noted that their sources inside the government had been very silent today – an unusual circumstance. Others speculated about the last minute changes posted to the president’s calendar. The extensive line of government vehicles arriving at the White House in a steady flow served to further heighten the furor.  
The press secretary marched purposefully to the podium and pushed downward on the platform with both hands while repeating, “Ladies and gentlemen…. Ladies and gentlemen, please be seated. The president will be with you in just a moment. Please take your seats.”
In a few minutes, the room quieted as the owners of pad computers, multifarious hand-held recorders, and low-tech paper and pencil anticipated the coming announcement. 
To everyone’s surprise, an assortment of government officials strode onto the small stage. The gathered reporters faced an odd mix of familiar faces. Several members of the House Banking and Finance Committee were first, quickly followed by the secretary of treasury, the chairman of the joint chiefs and finally the secretary of homeland security.
An unspoken current ran through the rows of journalists – this was big!
When the president stepped to the lectern, everyone stood. He immediately signaled them to their seats and began speaking. “I’m going to issue a brief statement and then take a few questions. “
The tired-looking chief executive scanned the room and then glanced down at his prepared remarks. “This morning, it came to our attention that something was amiss at the Department of Treasury. Tens of thousands of suspicious tax returns have been filed using the online computer system familiar to many Americans. As of this point in time, I have ordered a full investigation by the Department of Homeland Security into the matter.”
Younger members of the press corps perceived the announcement by the commander-in-chief as anticlimactic at best. Several of them wondered what the big deal was. A computer glitch? A problem with the IRS’s system? Ho-hum. Those with more experience waited for the other shoe to drop. They knew that the collection of officials standing behind the president hadn’t been called together over some computer error.
The president continued, “As many Americans know, the payment of social security benefits, military salaries, government pensions, and the payroll of federal employees all originate at the Department of Treasury. Temporarily…and let me stress that word ‘temporarily,’ the severity of this issue leads us no option but to suspend those payments.” 
Millions of television viewers suddenly were rapt with attention. Every person in the pressroom moved to the edge of his seat, with many barely controlling the urge to shout out questions. After a brief pause to let his words soak in, the president continued in a very controlled voice. “I want to stress to every citizen of the United States and those who do business with her, this situation has nothing to do with the solvency of our government. I want to make it perfectly clear that we expect to resolve this matter quickly and return to business as usual.”
The chief executive half-turned and pointed to the secretary of homeland security. “We are taking no chances on such a serious matter. I have every branch of our government investigating not only the cause and resolution of this situation, but a method to ensure nothing like this happens again. I asked these department heads to join me today in order to assure the American people that we are taking this situation seriously, and every available resource is being used to correct this problem.” 
The experienced journalists in the room began immediately analyzing the collection of people standing behind the president. Every facial expression, stance and gesture was scrutinized. The diagnosis wasn’t good. Even the generals from the Pentagon seemed uptight – a sure sign this was a very serious topic.
The president cleared his throat and stated, “I’ll take a few questions now,” pointing to a reporter from the New York Times seated in the front row.
“Sir, would you describe this as a computer glitch, some sort of fraud, or something else? Could you please expand on exactly what is happening?”
Relieved at the question, the president turned and pointed to the secretary of treasury. “I’ll let Secretary Palmer answer that.”
Looking absolutely shocked to be put in front of millions of viewers, Palmer took a few, small steps to the microphone. She cleared her throat and stated, “At this moment we cannot say with certainty what or who is the cause. What we know is that billions of dollars’ worth of checks, wire transfers, and direct deposits have already been sent. These will not be honored, and all new transactions will be withheld until we are aware of all of the facts.”
Palmer started back to her original position, but the Times reporter wasn’t going to let it go at that. “Ma’am, are you saying if someone has received, but not cashed his social security check, it will bounce?” A low murmur hummed through the room, many surprised at the reporter’s choice of the word “bounce.”
Again clearing her nervous throat, Palmer replied, “Yes, that is what we are saying. We advise all citizens to hold onto any government checks in their possession. Furthermore, we advise every recipient of US federal government funds to verify that any recently deposited checks were honored. As of 10 a.m. eastern standard time this morning, the Federal Reserve is no longer honoring those checks.”
While the pressroom maintained some semblance of order, Secretary Palmer’s last statement had more than one unintended consequence beyond the White House walls. A large segment of the American population abandoned their televisions in order to access their online banking systems. Within eight minutes, the servers at every major US bank, as well as at hundreds of smaller financial institutions, were overwhelmed. Hundreds of thousands of people were given error messages saying “System Unavailable,” which more than a few interpreted as meaning their funds were unavailable. All across America, folks were gathering their purses, slipping on their shoes, and heading to the local bank.
Secretary Palmer stepped away from the microphone, signaling with a nod to the president that she was done. Every arm shot up, and a chorus of “Mr. President…Mr. President!” blasted the room. Calmly, he pointed at an AP reporter, which silenced everyone else.
“Mr. President, why can’t the government simply stop payment on the fraudulent checks? Why stop them all?”
The chief executive smiled and nodded at the question, “That’s a very good question Steve, one of the first ones I asked myself. It was explained to me that the technology used to process the millions and millions of payments issued by the federal government simply does not have that capability. Historically, any time someone has received an incorrect check or deposit, the government has simply asked for the money back. The percentages have been so small; the capability to stop one or more payments was never developed. This is one of the items we are working on, so that this situation never happens again.”
“A follow-up, Mr. President! So the government is in a situation where it’s ‘all’ or ‘none,’ and your administration determined the problem is big enough to opt for none?”
The president metered his answer, responding, “Yes, that is accurate. Until we gain a full understanding of the source and scope of the issue, I have been advised that this is the safest and best course for our nation.”
All over the world, important phones were ringing. Bankers, investors, and government officials were being roused from slumber and having meals interrupted. The message was basically the same – the United States isn’t paying its bills.
Cable news producers were dialing experts, trying to book interviews with analysts while the press conference was still in progress. The opposing political party’s think tanks began creating spin, centering primarily on the integrity of the current administration’s announcement – maybe they were hiding something even more dark and sinister.

In China, several ministers watched a translated version of the press conference. While it was impolite to squeal with joy, several knowing smiles flashed. 
The Minister of Finance wasn’t viewing the news conference, instead enjoying the company of his #1 administrative assistant. The persistent knocking at his door resulted in an annoyed response. It was one of the Premier’s messengers, delivering a simple, one sentence note: 
Implement Phase II of Operation Golden Mountain.
As the paper was being sucked into his shredder, the minister was on the phone, issuing orders to the Chinese Central Bank. US Treasury notes, of which the Chinese government held a position exceeding $1.5 trillion, were immediately listed for sale on the international markets, essentially flooding the supply side and causing the price to drop dramatically. The Ministry of the Interior began placing electronic orders for oil futures, thus driving the price on the world’s commodity exchanges higher.  

Alternative news sources and bloggers by the thousands were spinning up conspiracy theories almost as quickly as the reporters threw questions at the president. Most of the uninformed speculation revolved around the premise of a federal government unable to pay its bills due to massive federal debt.
Communication infrastructure was stretched to the limit. American wives were hitting “1” on speed dial to make sure their husbands had heard the news. Adult children were reaching out to their retired parents to determine the status of the elders’ bank accounts. Phone systems at bank branches were overwhelmed in moments, the busy signals adding to the paranoia already spreading throughout the general population. More than a handful of experienced bank managers knew what was coming and tried desperately to call for cash deliveries - their email, cell phones and landlines now useless. 
Private citizens weren’t the only ones in a panic. All over the nation, state controllers speculated if the suspension of federal funds applied to them. The unemployment, social services, and educational funds were all dependent on federal monies. Was Treasury stopping payment on their lifelines as well?
Every financial market in the world practically froze. Essentially, the number of shares being traded on Wall Street fell to zero while traders tried to ascertain what was really going on. Currency traders, futures markets, and commodities all followed suit, the enormous global financial engine suddenly screeching to a halt. America couldn’t pay her bills. It didn’t matter if by choice or not, the fact was the fact.
Neither the president, nor his staff understood the mindset of the American people. For the last 20 years, they had been subjected to an ever more powerful media whose sole purpose was to create controversy – news vultures whose sole intent was to present content according to what would generate the highest ratings against their competitors. It was no secret that good news didn’t sell as well as bad. A fair fight was boring and didn’t generate much advertising revenue. A clean disagreement was even lower on the entertainment scale.
This industry-of-strife had gradually extended its tentacles into practically every aspect of human life. Television, radio, newspapers, magazines, movies – even children’s cartoons were inundated, tweaked and accented with polarizing conclusions that sought to minimalize the thought process of the average person. Comedy, theatre, art, and popular music stirred the pot of discontent.
It wasn’t just in America or the Western nations. Arabic news outlets fueled century-old debates, fanning the flames with twisted propaganda about Israel and her allies. Few people on the planet were immune to the spreading, cancer-like business of discontent. 
One of the primary side effects to this 21st century high-tech industry was jaded disbelief. Human faith in the truth, even the capability to tell the truth, had severely eroded over time. Everyone had a hidden agenda. Politicians, ministers, judges, police officers and others in authority simply couldn’t be trusted. Documentaries exposed family physicians in cahoots with mega-pharmaceutical companies. Depictions of policemen being motivated by racial hatred or succumbing to the temptation of wealthy drug cartels filled the nightly news. Stories of judges poisoned by some inner binary switch, either liberal or conservative and never in-between, created a growing inability to trust leaders.
The industry-of-strife loved the television ministers who fell from grace – painting an exaggerated picture of men ultimately corrupted by money and power and no longer deserving of trust. The message to the people – you can’t believe a man of God. No religion was immune. All of the Catholic Church’s wonderful deeds of charity, education, and help for the downtrodden were forgotten due to the horrid acts of a few, sick men. After the exposure, the industry-of-strife congratulated itself for providing such a valuable service to the public. 
Political rhetoric was intentionally elevated to the status of a gladiator match. If the candidates were boring, spin rustled feathers and polarized constituents. If that didn’t work, rumor and innuendo were created, amplified, and backed with layers of connect-the-dot facts.
The unintended consequences brought about by the industry-of-strife were that no one believed the president and his statements anymore. No one trusted the government. Whatever was going on, whatever the truth, it wasn’t what the man said. It was anything but what he claimed. At least that’s how the vast majority of the people interpreted the situation. 
 
February 15, 2017
Houston, Texas
 
Christina Perkins worked the front counter at the Trustline National Bank branch on Westheimer. It was the typical slow weekday, and her mind was occupied with the growing mountain of laundry waiting for her at home. The occasional customer drifted in now and then, requesting withdrawals and making deposits. The most exciting occurrence of the morning was a printer jam when a long-time customer requested a money order. 
The first hint that something was peculiar came from a patron who returned to the bank after listening to the president’s press conference on her car radio in the bank’s parking lot. The middle-aged woman initially dropped in to deposit a small check, smiling and waving to the employees as she left. Five minutes later, she was back inside - to withdraw every last penny from her checking account – in cash. The branch manager, who would normally expect to be notified of such an occurrence, waved Christina off as he was clearly on an important phone call and couldn’t be disturbed. Frustrated by both the manager’s lack of response and the clearly anxious customer, Christina politely questioned the woman about her transaction. 
“You haven’t heard? The government can’t pay its bills. The president is on the radio telling the country that all of the government checks are bad. I want my money, and I want it right now.”
Christina dismissed the story, thinking the lady had misunderstood or someone was playing a bad practical joke. Before she could even count out the small stack of $100 bills, two more people rushed into the lobby, waiting in line and fidgeting. 
Christina asked her current customer if she would like an envelope for her cash, but the woman snatched the bills and stuffed them in her purse. She pivoted quickly and rushed out the door without another word.
Before Christina finished with the next bank patron, 20 people glared at her from the line. Many of the customers clutched checkbooks, ATM cards, and other documents. To Christina, they all appeared anxious or fearful.
She turned to bid a co-worker open another teller’s cage, but found the other clerk absolutely swamped with an inordinate number of cars in the drive-up lanes. Just then, the manager saw fit to exit his office, immediately hustling to the service counter. He watched as another customer withdrew his entire balance and then motioned for Christina to step around the corner with him.
“There’s been an incident in Washington, Christina. I’m waiting on instructions from downtown, but I believe we can expect a run on the bank today. I want you to try and reassure people their money is safe - to not empty their accounts. I want you to be calm and act like this day is the same as any other.”
Christina still didn’t realize what he was saying at first. He started to expand on the situation when impatient voices began complaining. “Can we get some service here please?” The manager motioned for Christina to assist the malcontent as the line of customers grew longer by the minute, and no one looked happy.
Every single person Christina waited on demanded all - or most of their available funds. The bank’s vault was on a time delay, and at this rate, the amount of hard currency in the tills wouldn’t last very long. Christina glanced up to see a familiar face next in line. The older gentleman was a favorite among the customer service personnel, as he knew each of them by name. One of their biggest depositors, Max was a thrifty old gent and saved over $50,000 in his nest egg. Christina got a lump in her throat when she spotted the old-fashioned savings booklet clasped tightly in his hand. Sure enough, Max wanted his money. The manager attempted to intervene, offering a cashier’s check or money order. The man would have none of it, insisting, quite loudly, that all of the banks were “going to hell in a hand basket.” 
By now, the line of customers was out the door and halfway down the block in front of the building. The drive-thru was completely clogged with cars, and bank patrons jammed the parking lot in the strip mall across the street. The manager decided to gamble with Max and stated, “I’m sorry, sir, but we have implemented a $500 maximum withdrawal limit per day, per customer. I’ll be happy to provide the rest via certified check, but I can’t give you the entire amount in cash.” 
Both Christina and her boss were shocked at the older man’s emphatic and impassioned protest. “This is ROBBERY!” he yelled. “I’ve had my money in this bank for 15 years, and I want every single dime before I leave!”
When the manager started to repeat his limit, the man waved him off and turned to the people standing in line, bellowing, “They’re out of money already! The news report was right! They don’t have any money!”
Three things happened about then. The first incident was innocent enough. Snuggled in its mother’s arms, a baby expressed discontent over the long wait, releasing an annoying screech. Secondly, a young man bypassed the queue, and howled over the crying child that the ATM machine was out of order. Another man, who couldn’t understand the complaint, thought the younger man was cutting in line and began cursing the innocent ATM user. 
In less than a minute, the two men were shoving. When the inevitable first punch landed, the branch manager retreated from the main lobby to notify the police. Unfortunately, all of the phone lines were lit up with customers calling into the branch. A free telephone line wouldn’t have done him any good anyway - Houston’s 911 systems had crashed only minutes before due to call volume. The manager grabbed his cell from his desk, but couldn’t get a signal. 
Glancing around the lobby, he could see the battlefield had now spread. Customers scrambled to remain out of the volatile tussle. In a panic, he pressed the alarm button mounted under his desk. Meanwhile, the fight resolved the old-fashioned way – one guy lost, and the other won. The manager reentered the lobby, announcing the police were on their way and would no doubt require statements from all witnesses. More than one customer opted to exit the building immediately. Quickly, Christina scrawled and posted a homemade sign:
Branch Closed due to computer system failure.
Please come back later or visit another location.
 
The sign was hastily taped to the stainless steel and glass front doors, and then they were locked. A bank employee was assigned to let the remaining customers out of the building as soon as their transactions were completed.
To the people in front of the bank’s building, the sign didn’t make any sense. Their angry faces were pressed against the windows, peering inside. They could see the few remaining customers already inside of the branch, receiving their money. One man posed a question to no one in particular, “If the computers really are down, how are those people getting money?”
Tensions escalated as more and more people surged against the bank’s entrance. Max, with his $500 dollars in hand, was let of out of the branch, cursing and mumbling all the way. Weaving his way through the crowd toward his pickup truck, Max was consumed with a combination of anger, frustration, and fear. He just knew he would never see his money, and it was all he had in life. His kids were grown and lived out of state. His wife had passed away some years ago, the good Lord rest her soul. His only social life seemed to be going to the funerals of old friends. To Max, it wasn’t the money itself. He couldn’t have spent it even if the bank had coughed it up. No, the money was his legacy, the only tangible result of his 80 years – and now that was gone. 
Max’s heart began to race as he realized the futility of easily removing his Ford truck from its parking space. Wiggling the oversized vehicle back and forth, progress could be measured by the inch. A seemingly endless line of cars stretched around the block, all in line for the drive-thru windows. The blood roared in his ears, and his chest began to tighten. In the 15 minutes it took him to maneuver from the parking space, the feeling in his chest grew serious. His level of despair overrode common sense, and he ignored the sharp pains radiating from his sternum. Finally free of the parking lot entanglement, Max’s foot descended hard on the accelerator, causing the back wheels of his truck to bark while leaving a short trail of rubber. The throbbing in his chest yielded to blurred vision as he began to turn the vehicle in front of the bank, the old truck going way too fast. Max’s last thought was to slow down, but his foot never executed the command. His brain’s dying order was to brake, but the accelerator was pressed instead, the out-of-control pickup aimed directly at the front doors of the bank. 
The throng of people gathered at the main entrance scattered as Max’s truck hit the curb, barely escaping harm, as the heavy vehicle slammed into the doublewide glass and steel entrance. The truck’s vector wasn’t perfect, and the front bumper nicked the building’s structure, causing the 4,000-pound projectile to enter the bank’s lobby on two wheels and bouncing. The glass, doorframes, heavy granite table, and two visitors’ chairs finally brought the truck to a stop. 
In the bed of the truck was a full five-gallon can of gasoline Max used to fill his lawnmower. The bouncing, rough ride had turned the container on its side, and leaking contents were now leaching through a drainage hole in the pickup’s bed. In a few moments, the stream of liquid petrol found the truck’s hot muffler, and a small fire whooshed into existence. Ten seconds later, the blaze was spreading, white-hot. In less than a minute, flames engulfed the truck’s half-full fuel tank. In two minutes, a significant fireball of boiling red and yellow flames and superheated air engulfed most of the bank’s lobby.
For the few remaining customers inside, absolute bedlam ensued. Screams and shouts filled the smoke- clogged building as the fire spread with a fury. Christina’s initial reaction to the door exploding inward and the resulting inferno was to duck behind the service counter. She crouched there, paralyzed with fear for what seemed like a long time. She felt a tug at her arm and looked up to see her manager pulling her from the floor. He barked, “Get in the vault! Get in the vault! We’ll be safe there from the fire. It won’t burn.”
Four of the bank employees made it inside the thick steel structure. The desperate workers huddled together on the floor, surrounded by rows of safety deposit boxes and cash drawers. It is true, they were safe from the flames and smoke, but the manager hadn’t realized the heat from the firestorm would radiate through the steel walls of their sanctuary. Christina noticed the soles of her shoes were beginning to smolder as the sweat poured out of her body. All of the enclosed bankers began screaming in pain, the water in every cell of their bodies so hot it was actually cooking nerve tissue. Christina fell once, but the searing heat on her skin encouraged her to stand again. At 180 degrees, her tortured brain finally seized out from the pain, and she fell to floor where she died.   

The combined number of law enforcement officers employed in the greater Houston area numbered 36,000 in the year 2017. During any one shift, the maximum number on duty was 20,000. Of these, a significant number were guarding prisoners, working court cases, or investigating crimes. In Houston alone, there were over 14,000 bank branches and other financial institutions, leaving less than one available policemen per branch. Given a run on the banks that was 100 times larger than any experienced during the Great Depression, and that simply wasn’t enough manpower to keep the peace. 
The first responders in Houston were actually some of the fastest in the nation, taking only two hours for the police and fire department to arrive at the Trustline branch on Westheimer. 
All over the country, millions of people decided they wanted their cash, and they didn’t want to wait. Gas stations were taping cardboard signs to pumps – cash only. Lines were forming within an hour of the news coming out of Washington. Nervous station managers had seen this before, having experience with hurricanes and long lines of panicked people. Calls went out for police protection, most of which went unanswered. 
Online transfers and ATM withdrawals crashed computer servers all over the financial landscape, resulting in retail stores’ inability to process credit cards. Surges of customers rushing to their local grocery stores were met by signs at the entrances - cash only today. Even more people flocked to the banks to secure emergency funds to tide them over this crisis. Financial institutions were overwhelmed, and they simply couldn’t cope. Doors were locked, and customers were turned away. Tempers flared, fights broke out, gunshots split the air, and eventually someone threw a homemade bomb at a branch in Detroit.

Brenda stuck her head inside of the congressman’s door and gently tapped on the frame. When Reed glanced up from the stack of papers in front of him, she shyly tapped her watch and said, “Sir, it’s 5:30. If you don’t need anything else, I’ll be on my way.”
Reed blinked his eyes and yawned as if to clear his mental cobwebs. He’d been intensely concentrating on a proposed bill sent him from a constituent and couldn’t initially comprehend Brenda’s meaning. A quick glimpse through the narrow slit in the curtains revealed the fading light of the Washington winter day, and he realized the afternoon had slipped away. “Wow, I thought it was about three, Brenda. I need to get going myself. Hang on a second, and I’ll walk out with you.”
After quickly shutting down his laptop while pulling on his overcoat, the two made their way toward one of the capitol building’s private doors. 
Brenda noticed the tickle in her throat before her nose detected the distant smell of smoke. As they continued down the hall, the two noted an unusually large number of security guards and D.C. police assembled in the passageway. One of the regular security men took notice as the two government servants approached the exit. Reed nodded at the man and was surprised at the serious expression that countered. “Representative, I would recommend one of us escort you to your vehicle, sir. There have been some reports of disturbances, and we don’t want to take any chances.”
“Disturbances,” Reed probed. “I’ve not heard about any disturbances. What’s going on?”
“The president made an announcement earlier today, and there have been some issues at a few local banks. We also have some reports of a large crowd gathering on the mall by the White House. If you don’t mind, sir, one of us will be happy to escort you and the young lady to your cars.”
Brenda was curious, “Do you know what the president talked about, officer?”
“No, ma’am, I do not.”
Brenda’s face flashed concern as she turned to Reed. “I’m supposed to pick up my sister from work. You know, I haven’t heard from her all day. I hope she’s okay; she does work at a bank.” 
Suspecting that local policemen generally did not chaperone federal employees to their automobiles, Reed grew concerned about Brenda’s safety. His lawyer’s “sixth sense” told him there was more to this story than had been relayed.
When his radio sounded, the officer moved a few steps toward the throng of gathered policemen and security personnel, listing intently. A few moments later, he turned back to Reed and Brenda, stating, “The security situation has been upgraded, Congressman. I’m afraid we’ll not only have to accompany you to your car, but also provide an escort to your destination, sir.”
Reed nodded his understanding, his mind churning on the information provided. He didn’t have a car. He didn’t really need one since he was still in temporary quarters at a nearby hotel. “Officer, I was walking home, but this young lady has quite a trip ahead of her. I’m sure I’ll be fine. Can you make sure she gets home okay?”
The policeman frowned, and then added, “Well, technically I’m only authorized to provide security for members of the House and Senate.”
Reed brightened, immediately thinking of a solution. “Well then, she’ll just have to give me a ride home – the long way.”
Brenda started to protest, but Reed’s look cut her off. The policeman nodded, turned to his fellow officers, and instructed, “Luke, could you provide escort for Congressman Wallace, please?”
Luke was a rather large fellow. His closely chopped, graying hair and square shoulders would have looked more at home on a Marine Corps drill field than in the blue policeman’s uniform. He managed a cursory nod and what must have been his version of a smile.
While they hurried to Brenda’s car, Luke asked about their destination. Brenda mapped it out for him, and again his only response was a nod. When they arrived safely at the designated parking spot, Luke directed, “I’ll be waiting for you in the cruiser at the bottom of the ramp. Please follow me and stay close. If there is any trouble, lock your doors and stay put.”
The small sedan was a little tight for the tall Texan, but he managed to fold himself in while dismissing Brenda’s apologies over how dirty her car was. They maneuvered down the two exit ramps and waited while the automatic arm slowly rose. Reed noticed two columns of smoke rising against the grey Washington sky. The fires looked to be less than a mile away, but it was difficult to tell in the low light. 
Officer Luke was exactly where he said he would be, and waited patiently for the traffic to clear before pulling out. Reed noticed their escort’s eyes monitoring Brenda’s progress in his rearview mirrors. Other than the smoke, everything appeared normal until they were about eight blocks from the Capitol. Suddenly, Luke turned on the cruiser’s blue flashing lights, cutting a space out of the traffic in the right-hand lane. Brenda followed, confused by the sudden change and mumbling, “This isn’t the right way.”
At the next intersection, they took a right, and Reed noticed a sea of blue and red flashing lights in the block behind them. Dozens of emergency vehicles cluttered the street. He turned to Brenda, “He chose a detour to avoid whatever is going on back there. I’m sure he knows what he is doing.”
Brenda clutched the wheel a little tighter, as if to release some stress on the steering column. Another block later, Brenda commented, “What are all these people doing out on the street? They sure don’t look happy.” Reed was trying to get service on his cell phone. He wanted to see if there was any breaking news on the internet and hadn’t been watching as they drove. Brenda’s words snapped him back into the here and now, and the representative immediately noticed what Brenda was referring to. Clusters of five to ten people were unevenly spaced all up and down the sidewalk on both sides of the street. There didn’t appear to be any good reason for it as far as he could tell. The quick images of body language he did detect caused him to agree with Brenda – these people didn’t look very happy.
Three blocks later, Brenda again interrupted his futile efforts to get cell service. “What the heck is going on, Mr. Wallace?” 
Reed’s gaze left the tiny smartphone screen, moving to the area surrounding their ride. He almost let out a curse at what he saw. Dozens of policemen lined the sidewalk, each man wearing a helmet and carrying a glass shield. The officers held nightsticks, and the shields lowered over their faces gave off an appearance of warriors ready to enter a battle. At the head of the column was another 10 officers on horseback. “I don’t know Brenda, I can’t get cell service. Can we try a news station on your radio?”
“Sure,” she replied, and reached for the control knobs. 
Before she could power up the car’s AM tuner, Reed yelled, “Watch out!” Luke’s patrol car had suddenly stopped dead it the middle of the road. Brenda barely braked in time, but it didn’t matter. Both of them stared in horror as a bottle of some sort arched through the air and landed on the hood of Luke’s police cruiser. Another three or four rocks quickly followed. Luke’s white reverse lights flashed on, a sure sign he wanted to back up. Reed didn’t blame him and started yelling, “Back up…back up!”
The young girl was partially in shock from confusion, but managed to pull the shift lever into the right spot. When she checked her rearview mirror she said, “I can’t back up, there are cars packed in behind us.”
Reed’s head pivoted around, and sure enough, the street was completely blocked by dozens of vehicles. There was no place to go. He turned to look in front of them and watched as another barrage of bottles and rocks was launched at Luke’s cruiser. Reed’s stomach turned to ice when the glass of the police car’s windshield turned into a spider web. 
Reed’s head pivoted, searching for an escape, every instinct screaming that they were in danger. He noticed Luke’s outline through the back glass of his cruiser. Suddenly their escort popped out with a shotgun in his hand. His appearance caused the driver in the lane beside the police car to swerve, hitting another car in the far lane. Reed saw the opening and pointed, screaming, “Go! Go! GO!”
Brenda forgot she was in reverse and punched the gas. Her car lurched backward and slammed into a BMW behind them. While Reed continued his cadence, Brenda mumbled, “Sorry,” under her breath, threw the shifter into drive, and hit the gas. They barely fit through the opening. As Reed watched, Luke shouldered the shotgun as a wall of bottles, rocks and other projectiles began impacting all around him. Reed’s last vision was of the officer’s hard landing on the pavement, his weapon falling free of his grasp.
The side street was less traveled, allowing a reasonable speed. A few blocks closer to the bank where Brenda’s sister worked, Reed began smelling smoke. Brenda signaled to turn a corner when an entire street strewn with police cars and fire trucks lay before them. Dozens of flashing lights filled the avenue, the green florescent helmets of the firefighters rushing here and there. 
A building in the middle of the block showed bright yellow and red flames while it boiled coal black smoke. The car was filled with the odor of burning rubber and plastic, so thick and toxic it made Reed’s eyes water. On the edge of his vision, Reed noticed something odd about the bystanders. Normally when a fire was burning so close by, the onlookers would be focused on the flames or the men fighting the blaze. The people outside of Reed’s window weren’t gazing at the event with curiosity or concern. They were angry and restless. The congressman watched, noting heads that rocked back and forth during speech, arms shot out pointing with strong emotion, and men who shifted their nervous weight from one foot to the other. These people were mad, and feeding off of each other’s anger.
Brenda started to sniffle, managing to voice concern over her sibling. She had no choice but to remain on the side street, inching forward through the clogged intersection. They had no more made it through when Reed noticed a woman standing on the sidewalk wearing a ski cap and bright white mittens. The lady waved at their car, grabbing Brenda’s attention. “There she is! That’s my sister!” Brenda stopped right in the middle of the street, waving for her sibling to join them, a move that annoyed many other drivers. 
With sis safely in the backseat, Brenda squealed the tires, accelerating the little car away from the troubled area. They drove into a residential area of middle-class homes where everything seemed much calmer. Brenda pulled over and stopped. Reed noticed her hands were shaking, and she was having trouble focusing. “I can’t drive anymore,” she stated. 
The sister spoke up from the backseat, finally catching her breath. “There was a run at the bank today. I barely got out of there alive. The president announced something about government checks wouldn’t be honored, and people went stark raving mad. We locked the doors, and that just made it worse. I’ve been standing on the corner watching the police arrest people and haul them off in vans. Someone set fire to the building a little while ago.”
The two sisters looked at each other, and both mouthed the word “Mom” at the same time. 
The new passenger immediately reached for her cell phone, but Reed stopped her. “Won’t do any good. Cell service is out.”
Reed listened as both girls expressed concern over their mother, who lived alone outside the beltway. At the same time, there was no way anyone dared head back toward Reed’s hotel and the bedlam occurring in that area. The three decided on an alternative plan. They were close to Brenda’s apartment, so it was agreed that Reed would wait there while the two sisters headed to their mother’s house. Reed didn’t like the idea of the two women travelling alone, but couldn’t argue them out of it. Brenda claimed she would feel better if someone were keeping an eye on her place anyway.
Five reasonably calm blocks later, Reed hopped out of the car with a door key in his hand. The girls waved and sped off, heading west.
 
February 15, 2017
The White House Situation Room
 
The row of computer monitors along the wall displayed broadcasts of all major cable news outlets side-by-side. The pictures being displayed were disturbing to the assortment of staffers, department secretaries, and military officers seated around the room. 
The president had been warned to expect limited incidents of violence. The historical evidence clearly indicated that when the American public believed their money was at risk, violence could occur. Everyone on the National Security Council had predicted the incidents would be isolated, but the news reports told a different story.
All across the nation, there was a run on the banks. Hundreds of cities and towns reported widespread disturbances. The situation was so bad even the news anchors were begging people to remain calm. 
The White House phone system was overwhelmed, with several state governors unable to access the proper channels to call up the National Guard. Many executed the order on their own. Reserve peace officers often couldn’t be contacted, although many knew well enough to report for duty.
Secretary Palmer finally proposed a new idea. After making eye contact with a clearly disturbed chief executive, she suggested, “Mr. President, I believe it would be wise to declare tomorrow a national bank holiday.”
The statement broke the horrified daze of several staff members and one-by-one, many of them nodded in agreement. The head of homeland security muttered, “If there are any banks left to have a holiday.” The remark drew a sour look from the chief executive, but he didn’t say anything. 
After waiting to see if anyone protested the idea, he simply nodded and commanded, “Draw up the order – I’ll sign it.”
It was the middle of the night in Europe, but the major cities there were preparing for a similar reaction. Singapore, Tokyo, and Sidney were already experiencing limited civil unrest, but nothing on the scale of the happenings in North America. 
Within an hour, the White House press secretary was holding a brief conference, explaining the executive order. Tomorrow would be a federal bank holiday, which would provide some window of time to resolve the issue with Treasury payments.
 
February 15, 2017
Beijing, China - MOSS Headquarters
 
The translated news reports coming out of the United States indicated Golden Mountain had far, far exceeded anyone’s expectations. While the original plan had been conservative, even the most optimistic analysis predicted the operation wouldn’t result in any more than a significant thorn in the side of the US government. It would also serve the dual purpose of broadcasting a message that the capitalist system of free enterprise was weak, decaying, and vulnerable.
The riots, with their resulting loss of property and life, were bonuses in the eyes of senior Chinese officials. Minister Hong didn’t want to lose momentum. In less than 12 hours, their efforts had left the single greatest threat to the Middle Kingdom teetering on the edge of collapse.
The global reaction to unfolding events in Washington was welcome, even if unexpected. The OPEC countries were clamoring for the US dollar to be replaced as the world’s reserve currency. Not a new idea, but now the effort had the serious backing it had always needed be taken seriously.
India, Japan, Germany, and Russia released statements condemning Washington’s decision to stop payment on all funds. As far as Minister Hong was concerned, those countries were getting what they deserved. If you sleep with a dog, you wake up with fleas, he thought.  
Without firing a single weapon, his department had brought the world’s greatest military power to its knees. Now it was time to finish the job. Now it was time for China to take its rightful place as the dominant force economically and militarily. Now was the time to slay the great dragon while it was wounded, gasping for breath.
There was a third, optional phase to Golden Mountain. It had not been discussed or documented to the council, but could be implemented in short order. 
Minister Hong’s fingers moved across the keyboard in front of him. He leaned back, waiting on the monitor to display the information requested. A map of the United States appeared with hundreds of multi-colored lines crisscrossing the country. The different hues indicated transmission capacities of the North American electrical power distribution system.  
The American power grid was essentially a patchwork of loosely integrated systems. Starting in the early 1920s, the huge network of high capacity electrical lines linked power plants to individual customers. There were over 500 separate electrical companies managing the system. Almost 100 years of different technologies existed in the network. 
Americans liked cheap energy, and the utilities that managed this network constantly walked a fine line between the amount of a customer’s monthly charges and the cost of upgrading infrastructure. Even without outside influences, the grid often failed.  
Minister Hong’s engineers had studied historical data regarding these failures and the impact to American productivity and civil stability. MOSS’ headman had been fascinated by the varied responses and social impact these past blackouts had produced. 
One of the first modern examples was the New York City power failure in 1965. While sections of the city still maintained some electrical power, millions of citizens were left in the dark. Human error at an upstate Niagara generating plant was blamed for the failure. The economy at that time was reasonably strong, and the only civil disturbances had been the block parties and public drunkenness throughout several of the major boroughs. The US government had taken some elementary steps to avoid the occurrence of a similar event. Twelve years later, it was clear those attempts hadn’t been successful.
In 1977, almost all of New York City was without electrical power for over three days. The Chinese analysts had used this outage as a centerpiece of their study, given the economic conditions in the US at that time paralleled the current environment. Unrest, violence, and arson devastated the city during that blackout. Over 4,500 people had been arrested, and 550 police officers were injured. The damage to the local economy was severe. That failure had been caused by multiple lightning strikes and human error. Again, the government reacted, applying a Band-Aid over the problem, hoping the situation wouldn’t repeat.
America isn’t the only country to experience widespread power failures. Supposedly, an errant lightning strike paralyzed all of southern Brazil in 1999. Almost every year there were one or more large-scale power failures throughout the world. Some caused civil unrest, while others resulted in mere inconvenience.
The analysts at MOSS believed they could predict public response, having discovered a direct correlation between the general level of morale, economic conditions, government reaction, and length of the outage. Considering the events earlier in the day, the United States was primed for a negative reaction should there be widespread electrical grid failure. Minister Hong intended to deliver such an event.
The hack was really very simple. The voltage regulation systems at key points in the distribution system had been built in China, by Chinese firms. Using what the engineers referred to as a “back door,” a small bit of computer program code had been inserted years before. This normally benign code lay slumbering, waiting for the signal to awaken.
Minister Hong picked up his telephone and hit a three-digit extension. His call was answered before the first ring had exhausted itself. “Begin Phase III of Golden Mountain,” he ordered flatly.
Since utility company personnel needed to control the critical switches, relays, and voltage regulators from remote operational centers, internet access was mandated. A single electronic command issued to 16 critical monitoring stations in the United States set the initiative in motion. 
When the signal came from China, the Trojan software at these stations activated itself and began generating fictitious readings. Normally, North American electricity ran at 60 Hz. All across the continent, generators at coal-fired, natural gas fueled, and nuclear power plants displayed false 55 Hz readings - misinformation provided by the Chinese hardware. 
Turbines at hundreds of power plants increased speed to recertify the low reading. In less than a minute, a true overvoltage surge pulsed through thousands of miles of high voltage power lines. The faster the generators spun, the lower the reading sent by the now corrupted monitoring stations. 
At 70 Hz, high-tension transmission lines started sagging beyond safety limits. At 72Hz, relays at operating stations began to spark and blow. When the frequency hit 75 Hz, fires began to burn throughout the entire grid. 
Generators, spinning faster than their designed safety limits, experienced fatal mechanical failures. Bearings were destroyed, overheated parts warped and melted, and hundreds of fires and explosions occurred from Maine to California.  
It wasn’t just the power generation capabilities that were damaged. All across the US, computers were fried, wires melted, and circuit boards became puddles of shiny green glass. One by one, the dense population centers became dark, their evening glow extinguished like candles exposed to a strong breeze. 
Stoplights couldn’t signal traffic, packed subway cars halted, and commuter trains blocked intersections. In New York City, elevators full of people in over 800 skyscrapers shuddered to a stop, hanging cold and dark in their shafts. The major transportation tunnels servicing Manhattan immediately closed when the critical ventilation systems went off-line. 
Equipped with the latest technology, the nuclear power plants were the first to begin emergency shutdown procedures. A few minutes later, their low-tech brethren, the coal and natural gas plants, interrupted operations as well. The hydro-electrical generators were soon to follow.  
Gas pumps being ravaged by lines of desperate drivers couldn’t pump. Hundreds of thousands of people, already spooked by the banking events of the day were replenishing staples at local supermarkets. Bare shelves and few selections put tempers on edge, and when the lights went out, it pushed many folks to the brink of their sanity. Heated conversations led to physical confrontations, many ending in violence.
Fisticuffs, shootings, looting, robberies, and arson broke out in every major city. Not all aspects of the catastrophe were criminal or violent. Candles used to light homes and offices started fires. Fire departments struggled to respond because there wasn’t any water pressure to feed their equipment. First responders all across the continent, already taxed by budget cuts, staff reductions, and low morale tried to react, but absolute traffic gridlock slowed any response. 
Police departments, still reeling from the banking crisis earlier in the day, were completely unprepared for the wave of unrest that swept their cities. Fueled by rumors, years of a downtrodden economic environment, and divisive political campaigns, the American population centers were dry piles of tender, just waiting for a spark.  
The average American was already fed up and resentful. Many wanted to point a finger at someone - anyone - or everyone for a quality of life less than what he or she remembered having as a child. Closing the banks ignited the tender box; loss of electrical power fanned the flames. Many average, law-abiding citizens transformed into armed, angry, and resentful people. Rumors spread like wildfire. Ranging from foreign invasion to an EMP nuclear strike, every street corner and small town crossroad postulated a different conspiracy theory, none of the accounts forecasting a positive future. One radio station in Atlanta, running on backup generators, broadcasted that a military coup was being reported on the AP wires. Millions of commuters, stuck in traffic on greater Atlanta’s streets heard the story on their car radios.
Cities like New York, Cleveland, and San Diego were recent veterans of widespread power outages. The citizens of these locales actually remained relatively calm for several hours. When reports of fried circuit boards, inoperable backup generators, and nationwide failures began airing on local radio stations, general panic set in. The common thinking of the few media that were able to broadcast proselytized the notion that the grid failed as the casualty of an EMP attack. Some churches declared that the end times were upon the sinful nation. 
 



Section Two – Bottom Lands



Chapter 5
 
 
 
February 15th, 2017 
 Kemah Bay, Texas
 


 Wyatt stopped, fishing in his pocket for the car keys. Something odd about the sunlight prompted him to pivot and stare toward the northwest. The Houston skyline was that direction, and the amount of smoke on the horizon astonished him. The low sun provided backlighting for the ash and heat climbing in the atmosphere. A pinkish-gray cloud manifested into a dome-like shape that dominated the sky. By Wyatt’s estimation, most of the city was covered by its angry haze. He shook his head, remembering that the Houston Fire Department had suffered numerous budget cuts during the last few years. “Wow! What a blaze. Those guys are probably shorthanded, struggling to extinguish whatever is burning,” he speculated.
Driving to the market, Wyatt supposed a little classic rock might help dissolve his funk. He selected from the radio’s preset stations, sitting back to enjoy some oldies, but goodies. The Aerosmith hit was just reaching the guitar solo when the DJ interrupted the jam with a newsflash. Wyatt became agitated, never having heard this station broadcast any sort of bulletin. As he reached to change channels, the words “hundreds dead,” immobilized his finger before it could hit the button. He listened to the poorly worded, impromptu report for a few moments, eventually switching to a fulltime news source.
The words spewing from the dashboard were so shocking; he was prompted to pull to the side of the street and park. The president had conducted a press conference…government checks wouldn’t be honored…riots erupted…power failed. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of people were dead.
He listened until the reporters began recycling the same information. The situation described by the media was unfathomable to Wyatt. He’d just driven through Houston a few hours ago. Everything had looked just fine. How had this happened so quickly? At that moment, two police cars with flashing lights and wailing sirens zipped past, their urgency snapping him out of the fog. Some instinct made him realize the trip to the market had just taken on a new level of urgency. The smart thing to do is stock up with as much food as I can fit in the back, he thought. Wyatt checked his rearview mirror and reentered traffic.
Evidently, he wasn’t the only one who decided that getting a few extra supplies was a good idea. The Food World parking lot was jammed with customers, many of whom were frantically circling the already overcrowded facility, on the prowl for shoppers exiting the building. Wyatt didn’t even bother looking for a close-in space. He pulled to the end of a far row, centering the SUV in the striped area that ordinarily provided drivers with adequate turning space from row to row. He locked the doors and sprinted toward the store’s entrance.
The unmistakable warning of squealing tires compelled Wyatt to pivot, facing the clamor. A pickup rounded a row of parked cars, its engine accelerating while the driver focused his attention on his rearview mirror. The truck barreled straight for Wyatt, who barely managed to spring out of the way. A lone security guard chased the offending vehicle on foot, struggling to keep up. The heavyset, older man didn’t have any hope of catching the speeding getaway car, but still yelled, “Stop! Come back here!” If it hadn’t been for the events described on the radio and the near miss by a fast-moving bumper, Wyatt probably would have found the whole episode comical. 
The truck raced to the end of the row where it swerved to avoid another car. The right front wheel struck the curb at a perfect angle, resulting in one side of the vehicle careening into the air. Wyatt watched, fascinated as the pickup tilted in slow motion, rolled several feet on two wheels, and then gradually tipped over on its side. As the truck slid to a halt in the grassy border of the parking lot, the guard stopped his pursuit directly in front of Wyatt. The man stood, gasping to catch his breath, bent at the waist with his hands on his knees.
The guard didn’t look like the sort of fellow who was a regular marathon runner, and the slight raspy noise emitting from his lungs concerned Wyatt. “Hey man, you okay?”
The panting man turned his gaze to Wyatt and nodded, taking a few deep breaths in order to form words. “Yeah…I’m okay…how about you?”
Before Wyatt could respond, the massive front window of Food World exploded outwards, shards of glass raining down on the crowd trying to enter the store. As the security guard began to straighten, several teenagers jumped through the newly created opening, all carrying boxes, bags, and packages of loot. “No! Stop!” the guard shouted, and started jogging back to the building.
Wyatt observed the looters scamper off and then turned back to the pickup, now fully at rest on its side. The driver was struggling to push open the door. Wyatt scrutinized the scene as several people ignored the accident, scurrying past without even a glance. The passersby apparently were more concerned about getting inside the store before the shelves were picked clean than checking on the well-being of the motorist.
Wyatt approached the truck, shouting out to the driver, “Hey, are you hurt?”
A muffled voice came through the underside of the floorboard, “Go away! I’ve got a gun, so just go away!” 


 The aggressive response caught Wyatt by surprise. He stopped several feet away, unsure of his next steps. The driver, a young man in his early twenties, eventually pushed the door up and open. True to his word, he crawled out, brandishing a pistol, poised, primed, and ready to shoot his way out. It quickly dawned on the young fellow that no one was going to attack him, so he tucked the handgun in his belt and began examining his truck, a disgusted look on his face. When he pulled a cell phone out of his pocket, Wyatt decided the guy wasn’t seriously injured and turned for the store.
Another siren came screaming down the street, drawing Wyatt’s glance over his shoulder. He noticed the pistol-toting driver take off, dashing across the pavement. Evidently, he’s worried that the cops are coming to arrest him, thought Wyatt. That guy just abandoned his truck and left the scene of an accident.
Why is everyone in a panic over a stupid press conference?
Before he could take even one more step, a woman’s scream split the air. A loud, popping racket punctuated her desperate cry. Wyatt watched in horror as the security guard stumbled backwards, hands clutched to his chest. He hadn’t even collapsed on the ground before dozens of people stampeded out the doors.
Wyatt froze as he watched the throng violently overrun a young woman clutching a newborn. Employees and customers alike were streaming away from the building, many looking over their shoulders as if being chased by some horror. It finally occurred to Wyatt’s overstimulated mind that the popping noises were gunshots coming from inside the building. Enough of this; I’m out of here.
Wyatt jogged back to his car and started to leave when movement caught his eye. He spotted a man approach the overturned pickup, glance around, and then slink away with a bag of groceries. Now there’s an idea.
Wyatt pulled up beside the wreck and hopped out. In a few minutes, all of the remaining bags were in the SUV. A sense of guilt entered Wyatt’s mind, a welling of remorse over participating in the bedlam. Climbing back behind the wheel, he sat for a few moments and pondered what he’d just done.
Why did I do that? I’m not a thief. I’ve never stolen anything before in my life. Is this some contagious disease? He was about to get out and return the sacks of goodies when more shots rang out from Food World. Three men, waving pistols in the air, rushed out of the building. The few people who remained in the lot scattered in all directions, their faces filled with terror. Several took cover, ducking behind nearby cars while others seemed determined to put as much distance between them and the shooters as possible. The air was filled with dissonance - grating screams, barking tires and racing engines. Wyatt, reacting with an instinct of self-preservation, shifted the SUV into drive. Leaving two trails of rubber, he made a mad dash for the exit.
Over a mile passed before Wyatt slowed the car to a reasonable speed. Just as his heart rate was returning to normal, he noticed sirens approaching from behind. His stomach knotted, absolutely sure the police were after him for being a looter. He sighed with relief as the two ambulances came into view and then zoomed past.
As Wyatt continued, he approached a bank at the corner of the intersection leading to the marina. Nearing the impressive stucco building, he could see several flashing lights in the parking lot. A large crowd, four police cars, and two ambulances surrounded the building. What now?
Signaling to turn, Wyatt determined that the police were in a confrontation with several members of the angry throng. From his vantage, it appeared as though the cops were trying to block people from entering the bank. Dozens of men and women were pointing fingers and shouting at the officers, who were clearly trying to protect the branch. An anxious-looking man, whom Wyatt recognized as the branch manager, fidgeted nervously behind the thin line of police.
Wyatt couldn’t help himself, slowing the car to gawk – curious about what was going on. Did someone rob the bank? Without warning, a large man shoved one of the police officers, and the crowd surged forward. A shot rang out, and people scattered in every direction. This looks like Food World again. Wyatt hit the gas, speeding back to the marina. 
 

 
Reaching over with his free arm, Wyatt pulled the hatch closed. The plastic handles of the cheap, throwaway bags were eating into his hand, but he ignored the discomfort. Scanning the marina’s parking lot, he crossed the pavement and aimed for the ramp leading down to their pier. Boxer’s slip was quite a distance, so he rested the bags on the sidewalk to readjust his load - or at least that’s what he tried to tell himself. In reality, he needed to calm down. The experience at the store had shaken him badly, and he needed to regroup before Morgan and the kids saw him in such a state.
Pausing at the head of the pier, the bizarre episode kept replaying in his mind. Why is everyone acting so irrational? Who kills for groceries? His analyses of the events at Food World were interrupted by the distinct grinding noise of a motor starting. The sound was emanating from his pier, and he hadn’t noticed anyone else around today. He picked up the bags of pilfered supplies and strode down the walkway. 
As Boxer came into view, he observed David examining the shore power connection. “Everything okay?” 
David spun and glanced back, immediately moving to help carry the bags. “The power keeps blinking on and off. I powered up the generator so we wouldn’t drain the batteries. All of the connections are tight. I don’t know what’s going on.” 
They dropped the bags on the pier and Wyatt began checking the connection of the larger vessel to shore power. Wyatt’s boat required as much electrical energy as any small house. Boxer was furnished with televisions, two refrigerators, freezer, water maker, and all sorts of other appliances that consumed electricity. While underway, a generator supplied the necessary power, but when tied up at a slip, large yellow power cables connect the boat with the land-based electrical grid. 
Wyatt rechecked the large plugs that twisted into sockets mounted on the utility post. David sighed, “Dad, I already tested those. The fuses are fine, too. I think the problem is with the marina.”
Wyatt patted his son on the shoulder, “I just wanted to double-check, son, you never know. Did you check the breakers in the boat?” Wyatt regretted the question even as it left his lips. Of course, he did. He’s not a little boy anymore, and I’ve got to stop treating him like one. He’s a man now and an officer in the United States Army.
David nodded, “Yes sir, they’re okay, too. I even tried running the cables to another post. Hey, what’s going on with all the sirens? Is it the big fire somewhere in Houston?”
Before Wyatt could respond, the cabin door slid open, his wife and daughter strolling onto the back deck. Wyatt waved to the girls before instructing David. “Let’s get the groceries aboard. We all need to talk. The world is now officially insane.”
After depositing the sacks in the galley, Wyatt asked everyone to have a seat. The main cabin was equipped with a table surrounded by a semi-circle of couch-like seating. After everyone had settled, Wyatt repeated what he had heard on the radio and related his first-hand experience at Food World.
David spoke first. “Should I try to get the satellite dish working? I think we need to know what’s going on.” Wyatt nodded in agreement. The boat was equipped with flat screens in both cabins and the salon, but the reception in the fiberglass cocoon created by the hull was terrible. The original owner had purchased a new satellite system but never installed it. Wyatt thought, “Just another one of the endless list of things that go with owning a boat. Things you never get around to.” As David left to gather tools, Wyatt turned to his daughter, inviting her assistance. “Sage, why don’t you go to the bridge and follow the chat on the VHF radio? I’m curious if the Coast Guard is broadcasting anything.”
An expression fueled by annoyance crossed the young girl’s face. Sage glanced at her mother who nodded approval. The teenager sighed, “You guys just want me out of here so you can talk. Whatever.”
After Sage headed for the bridge, Wyatt drew next to his wife, and they hugged. Morgan’s concerned expression betrayed the fear welling inside her. “How bad do you think it is?” she queried.
Wyatt rubbed his chin and thought for a moment, “Pretty bad. As a matter of fact, I was downright frightened, Morgan. The look in people’s eyes was the worst part.”
Morgan digested his remark while studying his face. Finally, she offered, “What are we going to do, Wyatt? I’m wondering if we should try to make it back to Sage’s apartment or something. Are we in a good place?”
Wyatt had already considered that and was quick with a reply, “I don’t think we can make it back, even if we wanted to. The reports on the radio indicted the roads are closed. The police asked everyone to stay at home and remain calm. I think we’re better off hunkering down right here. Don’t we have everything we need?”
Morgan tilted her head, mentally running an inventory, “I guess so…. I mean, there’s plenty of food, so I imagine we’ll be okay for a while.”
Wyatt racked his brain to remember anything he’d missed – any critical item they might need later. Unless they ran out of electrical power or the water maker broke, they had an endless supply of H2O. Boxer’s two massive fuel tanks had been topped off with diesel. A few years ago, he’d learned the hard way to keep the reserve full. Preoccupied with the rush to return home after the weekend, he’d delayed refilling the tanks. The boat sat in the hot Texas sun for a few weeks while he was away on a business trip. Algae, feeding off of the air in the chambers, had grown and multiplied - eventually clogging the filters. It had been an expensive lesson having the tanks drained and scrubbed. Boats are a hole in the water you throw money into, he mused.
Boxer was also equipped with a small set of solar panels and a wind turbine. These devices were used to keep the massive bank of batteries charged while “on the hook,” or at anchor. Most boaters wanted to enjoy a quiet anchorage without the constant drone of a running generator. These renewable energy sources helped extend the life of the battery bank.
He looked up at Morgan, “I think we’re in good shape here. As a matter of fact, we’re probably better off here than at home if the power stays out. We have electricity from several different sources, unlimited drinking water, and an ocean full of fish.”
Morgan nodded her agreement, “I guess you’re right. I mean I can always serve fish and chips or fish tacos or fish grilled with lemon,” she giggled. “I’m going to start putting the groceries away. I hope you pilfered some good stuff. Something useful…like a five-pound tub of tartar sauce,” Morgan teased.
Wyatt laughed, “Shoot. I just hope that guy lifted name brand soda. Some of those house brands are iffy at best.”
Morgan laughed, extracting items from the bags. Wyatt watched her reach in a sack and remove a can. Her expression changed to “Why would anybody buy this?” Wyatt easily recognized the look; he had seen that same face on several Christmas mornings as she opened presents. He chuckled again and left to check on how the kids were doing.
 

After finishing the dishes, Wyatt needed some fresh air and found David reclined on deck, his feet propped on the railing, his eyes scanning the harbor. He turned and motioned with his head, “Nice night…at least it would be if it weren’t for that,” nodding to the north and Houston. The sun had been down for over an hour, but the sky glowed an ominous shade of red. As the crow flies, it was over 30 miles to the metropolitan cowtown, yet the distant blaze illuminated the entire marina, the faint odor of smoke drifting in now and then.
With a sweeping gesture, David motioned around the marina at the dozens of expensive homes and condos hugging the shoreline. “I think the power is out everywhere, Dad. None of these homes have a single light on. I see the flicker of candles in a couple of them, but everything else is completely dark.”
Wyatt glanced around and then climbed the ladder to the bridge to get a better view. He scanned the horizon in all directions before confirming David’s conclusion. “You’re right, son. I don’t see a light anywhere. It looks like the whole area is still without power.”
David wasn’t through with his observation. “Dad, since I’ve been out here, I’ve heard sirens several times. All afternoon while I was installing the dish, they were all over the place.” He lowered his gaze to allow scrutinizing his feet, seemingly hesitant to broach a vital issue. Finally, making up his mind, “Dad, did you bring the guns down to the boat? I only ask because I think I heard gunshots a while ago. They sounded pretty close.”
Wyatt wasn’t surprised by that question, especially given what he had seen earlier in the day. “Come on, son. Let’s take account of what we’ve got. I think it’s probably as good a time as any.”
David hesitated a moment, “You don’t think I’m being paranoid, do you?”
“No son, after what I saw today, I think you’re spot on. I stored the weapons in the cabin. Let’s go dig them out.”
The two men descended the steps to the salon, Wyatt opening a rarely used hatch in the floor. Morgan, busy in the galley, instantly realized what was happening. She’d never liked having the guns aboard. She put her hands on her hips, “Is everything all right? Why are you getting the guns out? Please tell me a flock of ducks just landed outside, and you’re going hunting.”
“Everything’s fine, Mother,” replied Wyatt, “We just have a few minutes and want to be sure of what’s in here.”
Morgan didn’t buy it for one second. She gave her husband a look of “Yeah, right,” and went back to arranging the refrigerator. Wyatt pulled out the two plastic cases and a large bag.
David and he carried the equipment onto the back deck, flipping on the lights so they could see. David opened the first case and removed a 12-gauge shotgun. It was a pump-action Mariner model in stainless steel. 
After hearing tales of the occasional local pirate, Wyatt had brought his old skeet gun to Boxer. Even though the shotgun had a fine coat of oil, the blue finish had rusted in less than two weeks. When he took it to a gunsmith, the man had told him the salt air required either a military black or stainless finish. Anything else would rust away in a matter of days. 
On his next trip to the sporting goods store, Wyatt explained his need to the man working behind the counter. Evidently, this was a common problem because the fellow reached back and pulled out a bright, shiny shotgun he called the “Mariner’s model.” As the two men talked, the clerk recommended Wyatt think about an AR15. “It won’t rust, and that shotgun has a very limited range,” the clerk advised. “If I were worried about pirates, I would get something with at least 300 yards of range.” 
Wyatt had seen pictures of the black rifle and knew that the military used something similar to it. He decided it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a little more firepower…just in case. The store was running a special, and the man had talked Wyatt into purchasing a case of 1,000 rounds of ammunition with his rifle. “You’re gonna need to sight the weapon and practice with it to feel comfortable firing. Plus, these guns are so much fun to shoot, you’ll be glad you got the ammo.”
When he returned home with the guns, Morgan was upset. “Are you expecting a war? You don’t even like to go skeet shooting anymore. Why did you buy that?” He hadn’t been able to give her a good answer and had actually tried to return the AR15. He quickly learned guns couldn’t be returned, so he packed both of them away in the boat. Neither had seen the light of day since - until now.
David whistled as his dad pulled the assault rifle out of its case. “When did you get this?”
Wyatt replied, “It was an impulse buy. I don’t know…I thought it looked cool.”
“I qualified with one similar not long ago. They shoot pretty well. Have you zeroed the sights yet?”
Wyatt shook his head, “Nope. It’s never been out of the case. There’s a bunch of ammo for it. Can you show me how it works?”
David nodded, “Yeah, it’s really pretty simple. In the morning, I’ll see if I can bore sight it and at least get it close. I can show you the controls in the daylight.” Wyatt watched as his son expertly disassembled the rifle and examined the parts. “I’ll need to clean it, too. It still has the factory grease here and there. No biggie.” David examined the shotgun, a serious frown forming on his face. “Dad, I think we had better load this one tonight. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m really concerned. After what you told me today and everything I’ve been hearing, we should keep this one loaded.”
Wyatt wasn’t so sure. Everything seemed reasonably calm around the marina. They hadn’t heard a siren for a while, and he didn’t want Morgan and Sage getting any more upset than they already were. Wyatt decided they needed more information. Boxer was equipped with an AM/FM radio just like a car. He motioned David to follow him to the bridge, and he flipped on the receiver with the volume low. The two men sat and tried searching for both AM and FM broadcasts, but found nothing but static. Wyatt turned to David and asked, “Any chance you unhooked the antenna when you were installing the satellite dish?”
David thought about it for a second. “I suppose anything’s possible. I don’t think so, but maybe.”
Wyatt switched off the radio, pondering his son’s suggestion to load the scattergun. His thoughts collected, Wyatt was readying to voice his opinion when crackling shots sounded in the distance. David’s head snapped up, and he half stood. He looked back at his father and then at the shotgun and then back at Wyatt. His father had already made his decision. “Go ahead, load the gun.” 
David shoved five shells into the shotgun, flipped on the safety, and tucked it under the bench seat at the back of the deck. He reassembled the AR15 and put it back in its case. He then stacked everything neatly in one corner and out of the way. 
The girls decided to join them, and the family spent the rest of the night talking about anything and everything except what was going on in the world around them. Sirens whined in the distance a few times, but Wyatt was thankful there wasn’t any more gunfire. 
Eventually, the salt air worked its magic, and yawns quieted the conversation. Wyatt glanced at his watch, noting how the time passed so quickly. He stood, reaching skyward with both arms, stretching his back from its stationary position, and announced his intent to hit the hay. The entire family thought that was a good idea, and soon followed him inside the cabin. 
Without shore power, the refrigerators and freezer concerned Wyatt. All of the devices were dual voltage, having the ability to power by AC or DC. The DC current was supplied by the boat’s battery bank, but those wouldn’t last long without being recharged. Before retiring, Wyatt set Boxer’s controls to auto-charge. When the batteries dropped to a certain level, the diesel generator would fire up automatically and recharge them. The drone of the vibrating machine might wake the dead, but Wyatt knew that was better than having drained batteries. He flicked the switches necessary to set the controls, and then Morgan and he kissed and said their goodnights.
 
 
 

Wyatt never quite understood why he slept so well on the boat. The master cabin was like similarly sized boats; it sported a queen-sized bed, but offered limited headroom. When they had first acquired Boxer, Wyatt hoped that no one was claustrophobic because every square inch of wall and ceiling was carefully utilized, giving the craft a “more than snug” feel.   
In addition to the tight space, every boat rocks, regardless of where it is docked or how calm the water is. Wyatt credited the soft sway of the boat, combined with the salt air and large doses of sunshine with the best rest he’d managed in years. He’d heard others comparing the experience of sleeping on a boat to that of a baby inside the womb, but never believed it. Now, he looked forward to climbing into his berth as often as possible, its magic melting away whatever the world threw at him. Morgan claimed she rested so well that she could save a fortune on makeup; after a couple of days at the marina, her skin fairly glowed.  
Wyatt was deep in a REM cycle when something wakened him. Disoriented and irritated for just a moment, he recognized David’s voice whisper, “Dad, you need to wake up. Dad?”
“Yeah, David…yeah, I’m awake. What’s wrong?” He whispered back.
David’s tone was serious. “You need to come out here.”
Wyatt carefully threw off the covers and slipped on his shorts. Rubbing his eyes, he vacated the cabin as quietly as possible, sliding the door closed behind him so as not to disturb Morgan. “What’s going on, son?”
David’s eyes darted toward the back of the boat. “Someone is outside. I keep hearing noises. I think we’d better check it out.” David was holding the shotgun.
“Aren’t you a little old to be worried about the boogieman?” Wyatt teased, nodding toward the gun. 
David smirked, but then a serious look crossed his face. “I hope that’s all it is.”
They moved closer to Boxer’s stern, pausing on the deck to listen. Only the normal night sounds drifted across the water. Even the red glow over Houston didn’t seem out of place anymore. The wind had shifted again, bringing with it a sharp stink of ash and burning plastic from the fires to the north. Other than drifts of the rancid odor, the marina was peaceful.    
Wyatt stood, trying to decide between a flashlight and the night vision. He hadn’t used the starlight device but once, a quick test long ago. He lifted a bench seat, removing a small flashlight from the compartment below.  
The sound of breaking glass startled both men. David flashed a look of “I told you so,” and then moved to the back of the boat. Both men stepped off Boxer and onto the wooden pier, searching for the source of the noise.
Even without the normal lighting along the pier, they could see reasonably well. The glow from the north and a nearly full moon illuminated all but the darkest shadows. They crept to the center of the walkway, a habit most boaters develop early, so as not to fall into the water. A rustling racket, followed by a thump and then whispered cursing sounded from a nearby boat.
They moved together cautiously, approaching a boat named Money Pit that was tied up a few slips down. The newer sports fisherman was owned by a retired lawyer named Bill. Wyatt couldn’t remember the man’s last name, which wasn’t unusual among boaters. Pier mates often became good friends without knowing much at all about the normal, weekday lives of their neighbors. It was a matter of social politeness that the trials and troubles of everyday life were left behind and unmentioned while at the marina. Wyatt had one neighbor in slip #25 who stilled called him “Wright,” despite four months of seeing each other almost every weekend.
David and he paused at the back of Money Pit, listening intently. They detected movement inside the boat as it shifted just slightly, small ripples of water vibrating off the hull and spreading across the otherwise glass-smooth water. Wyatt looked at David and then at the entrance to the boat, “Hello onboard Money Pit. Bill, is that you?”
No answer. Wyatt repeated his greeting, slightly louder than before. Still, there was no response. 
Wyatt switched on the flashlight and directed its beam at the pier. He maneuvered carefully, stepping over the shore power cables and a BBQ grill that had been stationed on the dock. Wyatt started to step from the pier to Money Pit’s transom and froze mid-stride. There were dark spots of blood presenting clearly on the glistening white swim platform. The red stains appeared wet and fresh. Wyatt glanced at David and motioned him over to examine the anomaly. With his son peering over his shoulder, Wyatt moved the beam of light up to Money Pit’s fishing deck. Two more small crimson puddles shimmered in the flashlight’s beam.
David was really uncomfortable. “Dad! Let’s get out of here.” 
Wyatt motioned with his hand for David to calm down. He turned back to Bill’s boat and pointed the light through the large sliding glass door that led to the salon. Again with a raised voice, “Bill, is that you? It’s Wyatt. You okay, man?”
The sound of muffled movement came from inside Money Pit. Finally, a voice called back, “Wyatt, is that you? Thank God! I’ve been shot. Please help me.”
“Go get your mother,” Wyatt instructed his son. The older man stepped over to the swim platform and then onto the fishing deck. Bill appeared at the doorway, holding a towel against the side of his head. The cloth was bloody, and the man’s skin an unnatural, pale gray. 
Wyatt helped Bill rest in the fighting chair, gently removing the towel. A long gash asserted itself along the side of his temple, and half of Bill’s sideburn was missing. Bright rose-colored trails reflected in the light, the blood running down his neck and soaking his shirt. Despite the grisly-looking injury, Wyatt knew instantly Bill wasn’t in immediate danger. The bullet hadn’t hit anything critical. “Bill, you’re going to be okay, buddy. It just grazed you. All head wounds bleed like crazy, but you’re going to be all right.”
Wyatt could hear Morgan, David, and Sage rushing down the pier, the jerky motion of flashlight beams betraying their urgent pace. Words poured out of Bill, “There was a roadblock. You know, I only live five miles from here. The police wouldn’t let me pass and told me to go home. I tried to tell them…I tried to say I was going home. I mean, like, the boat is really my home. They wanted to see my driver’s license, but I had forgotten it. Some other man was arguing with them, and then somebody started shooting. My windshield was sprinkled with tiny spots. Small little holes just appeared right in front of my face. I ducked and hit the gas. I think I hit somebody’s car…maybe it was a person. I dunno. They shot me. I didn’t even feel it, but then the blood started running down my…” 
Morgan took Bill’s hand, “Bill, it’s all right now. You’re okay. Shhhhhhh…just settle down, we’ll help you.”
David spoke up, “Dad, get pressure on that wound. He’s lost a lot of blood. We need to get pressure on it ASAP, or he might go into shock.”
Morgan blurted out, “David’s right. Shouldn’t we call an ambulance or the police or somebody?”
Sage dug the ever-present cell phone out of a pocket, checking the display. She returned her parents’ gaze, shaking her head - no signal. She offered, “We could drive him to the ER, it’s only a few miles away.”
Bill protested, “I’m not going out on the road again. No, thank you. Not again! You guys have no idea what it’s like out there.”
Sage retrieved Boxer’s medical kit and began digging around to locate bandages. It took a while, but eventually the makeshift paramedics stopped the bleeding and bandaged Bill’s wound. They got him to swallow some pain tablets, followed by a large glass of orange juice. 
While the kids kept an eye on the patient, Morgan motioned Wyatt aside. “I guess that answers any question about trying to leave. What’s happening, Wyatt?”
Her husband didn’t answer the question, mostly because Morgan’s eyes showed she already knew the answer. Instead, he tried to reassure his wife, “We have everything we need for right now. I’m sure things will settle down. Everyone is frightened, but things have to get calmer. I don’t know of anything else to do but wait it out.”
Morgan nodded her agreement, “I guess I should be thankful. There are probably a lot of people in worse shape right now. At least we’re comfortable.” 
Eventually, Bill calmed down and everyone began yawning again. After all hands were back aboard Boxer, Wyatt stared at the glow to the north and shook his head. He locked the salon door, deeply concerned over what tomorrow would bring. 
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Wyatt woke up at six and headed to the galley, a hot cup of coffee being the first priority of the day. He filled a cup with water from the sink and shoved it in the microwave. While the water was heating, movement outside on the deck caught his eye. David was up already, apparently using the early light to clean the rifle. After his cup of instant brew was topped off with a dash of milk and sugar, Wyatt joined his son.
“Morn’n.” 


 David looked up and smiled, “Hey, Dad, did you get any sleep?”
Wyatt winced slightly, “I’m good. Have you seen Bill yet this morning?” 
His son nodded. “Yes, sir, he stuck his head out a bit ago and waved. He mumbled something about a headache, but said he was okay.”
Wyatt perched on the edge of the transom, admiring the confidence with which David handled the gun. The kid seemed to know exactly what he was doing. After a few swipes with a rag, David snapped the weapon back together and worked the action. He then sliced open the case of ammunition with his pocketknife and began loading the two magazines that accompanied the weapon.
Wyatt cleared his throat, somehow a little uncomfortable watching his son casually prepare such a deadly device. “Hey, any chance we could get a line wet this morning? You know the flounder should be running up the lake. Remember those two big ones we caught a few years ago - down at the end of the pier?”
David smiled, “Yeah I do. Man, that one I hooked really put up a fight. Sure, Dad, let me get this rifle ready, and then let’s go. Do you have any bait?”
Wyatt smiled internally, “Yup. I have a couple of pounds of frozen shrimp. It’s not as good as fresh, but we might get an interested customer if we hurry.”
David put the rifle away while Wyatt grabbed a couple of poles. He was excited at the prospect of fishing with his son for the first time in two years. David had been away at college and then the army. There just hadn’t been time for them to enjoy what used to be one of their favorite activities together.
They ambled toward the end of the pier, and after a few minutes of tying rigs and baiting hooks, both men had lines in the water. Wyatt noted the incoming tide and realized that should help the fishing. Even though they were almost five miles inland from Galveston Bay proper, the marina still experienced an eight to ten-inch tide.
The two fishermen garnered a few strikes, David landing a rather anemic catfish. The sun rose higher in the early morning sky, and both of them knew the chances of catching a tasty, game fish declined with the light. After a little over an hour, Wyatt flashed a wry smile, “I think your mom can put away the tartar sauce today, son.”
“Looks that way. We got started a little late; maybe we can give it a shot again tonight?”
Wyatt nodded, “One more cast, and then let’s call it quits.”
David spied some surface activity and reared back, letting fly a long cast toward the disturbance. His throw was perfect, and he let the bait settle to the bottom. After a few seconds, he began the usual motion of bouncing the rig along the harbor floor, trying to convince any fish in the area that an injured meal awaited. On his second tug, he felt resistance and jerked the pole hard to set the hook. 


 Wyatt grew suddenly interested. “Got something?”
David didn’t answer at first. The line felt different, and he figured it was snagged. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right. I think I might be hung up on something.”
David continued to work the pole and reel. He’d never felt anything quite like this before. Whatever it was, it was exceptionally heavy, yet he was able to reel in line. Over the years, his father and he hooked everything from an old Styrofoam beer cooler to waterlogged Nikes. Whatever was on his line now was moving, but heavy.
Wyatt watched, curious what was bending his son’s pole almost in half. The prey didn’t seem to be fighting him, yet David was struggling to bring it in. He twisted to retrieve the net when the odd tone in David’s voice commanded his attention. “Dad…ummmmm…I think I’ve…oh my God.”
Wyatt peered directly into the water before concurring with his son. “Oh, Lord.”
David was slowly towing a human body to the pier. The pale, almost ghost-like skin reflected though a foot of muddy, brown water. David’s line tangled in the long, black tresses of the cadaver. After a few more cranks of David’s reel, they determined it was the body of a young girl, probably in her teens, but difficult to tell. The corpse was face down, her thin legs dangled a little below the surface, one of which had a crab attached. David stopped reeling. He’d had enough, his facial expression revealing his repulsion as he considered the possible fate of someone’s daughter.
Wyatt caught himself before suggesting a call to the police. His next instinct embarrassed him even more – a strong impulse to turn off the water maker in the boat. Both men stood silently, gazing anywhere but at the body. Morgan’s voice added to the discomfort. “You boys bringing me something good to cook tonight?”
David spun and gagged.
Wyatt turned to see his wife walking down the pier, hugging a cup of steaming coffee. Despite a rolling stomach, Wyatt managed to hold up his palm, signaling Morgan to stop right where she was. A confused expression crossed her face. “What’s wrong, Wyatt?”
His voice was soft. “There’s a dead person in the water, Morgan. You don’t want to come over here right now.”
It took the remark a second to register with Morgan. “There’s a what? A dead…a body? Are you sure the person is dead?”
David spoke up. “Yeah, Mom. There’s no doubt.”
Morgan fought the urge to make sure. After all, she was a nurse and was quite acclimated to gory scenes. I’ve seen enough unpleasant images to last a lifetime, she thought. Her face betrayed a thousand questions that were flying through her mind, but she didn’t ask any of them aloud.
David and Wyatt edged closer to Morgan, the three deliberating over what should be done about the dead girl. The final decision was to cut David’s line and tie it off to the pier. That way, the body wouldn’t drift around the marina or frighten any residents. It was the best solution they could construct, given the situation. When the cell signal was available again, they would call the police and report the body. Until then, Wyatt didn’t even have a shovel to dig a grave.
Returning to the boat, Morgan warned Sage to stay away from the end of the pier while the two men kept busy storing the fishing gear. Everyone was quiet, a melancholy stillness having descended on them all.
It was David who broke the silence. “Dad, we need to go and find out what’s going on. I ran the cables for the satellite, but I can't get it to work. Either it won't align, or no one is broadcasting. We need to know what’s happening in Houston and the other cities. You know, this little marine community is pretty isolated. The worst of it is the not knowing.”
Wyatt agreed.
As soon as the fishing equipment was squared away, they let Morgan know the plan. As the two men stepped on the dock, Wyatt noticed David was toting the shotgun. He thought to protest, but quickly changed his mind. What is this world coming to when I’m relieved my son is carrying a gun?
The first thing Wyatt noticed as they left the pier was the lack of cars. On a normal Saturday morning, the marina lot would be full with families, carrying in groceries, fishing poles, and swimwear for weekend fun. Before the depression caused the price of boat fuel to skyrocket, people had to park along the street and walk a considerable distance to get to the water. Despite the grim economic times, the marina was still an exceptionally busy place on the weekends. While most captains kept their vessels tied up to avoid the cost of fuel, the lure of the water was still strong. As Wyatt surveyed the area, he noticed three, maybe four more cars than he had seen the day before. He estimated there were about forty cars total in the lot.
He pulled the keys out of his pocket and negotiated the driver’s seat, legs still hanging outside. Despite the constant dinging signal, warning him that the door was ajar, he fingered the control in an attempt to locate a radio station. David waited nearby, handling the menacing gun like it was a common hammer or saw. He’s scared, and I guess I don’t blame him. It’s not every day you fish a body out of the water and can’t call the police for help.
The radio identified nothing but empty airwaves on both the AM and FM bands. Wyatt scanned the range twice and then switched off the ignition and locked the door. Wyatt shared an exasperated look with David before asking, “What now?”
“I wonder if that’s why I can’t get the satellite dish to work. I wonder if there are any signals there to receive.”
His father shrugged his shoulders. David pointed the shotgun toward the street. “Let’s take a walk up the drive and see what’s happening on the main road.” Wyatt didn’t think that would hurt anything and might provide a little better picture of what was going on. He could use a good walk anyway. 


 The duo progressed through the parking lot and then onto the marina’s driveway, which was actually a half-mile long private street. Their path was uphill, the land on both sides open, flat and blanketed with knee-high vegetation. Originally, this area had been cleared and leveled to accommodate homes, condos or a small business plaza. The real estate investors of yesteryear held tight to their cash these days, leaving nothing but a field of weeds where the promise of commercialization had existed before. The only business ever constructed was the bank at the corner.
As father and son traveled, it dawned on Wyatt how quiet the world had become. It was almost lunchtime, and he couldn’t recognize the whine of a single engine or the hum of an air conditioner. There were no airplanes in the sky and no boats on Clear Lake behind them. It was if everyone had just disappeared. In a strange way, it was a pleasant sensation. As David and he crested the rise, the land flattened out to the level, featureless terrain of the southeastern coastal prairie. The horizon was littered with the rooflines of two-story homes and utility poles. This particular area had seen a boom in construction at the turn of the millennium, giving rise to entire subdivisions practically overnight.
They were traveling in the direction of Kemah Avenue, a street that had been nothing more than a sleepy country lane less than 30 years ago. Now it was home to strip malls, large outlet stores, and numerous fast food restaurants. The ever-increasing traffic had required two different expansions of the seldom-used lane. A boom area until 2008, development ceased altogether after the depression began.
To the two men scanning Kemah Avenue, time appeared to have moved backwards 30 years. The five-lane high capacity roadway was completely void of life. David couldn’t believe the difference. “Wow! This is eerie. It’s like one of those old black and white ‘Twilight Zone’ shows – all of the people have vanished.”
Even the traffic lights were dark, gently swaying in the light afternoon breeze.
The two men continued until they reached the bank where Wyatt had witnessed the shoving match earlier. A police car, lying on its side, was the only evidence of the confrontation in the otherwise empty parking lot. The patrol car had burned, giving off a rank odor of smoldering plastic and melted rubber. Both men kept their distance. Wyatt noted the bank’s glass doors were shattered, the entranceway’s frames bent and twisted. Neither man wanted a closer look at the car or the inside of the bank.
David moved on while Wyatt paused, pensively considering the once-vibrant business. Despite blaming bankers for the demise of his company, he didn’t wish this sort of violence on anyone. David continued to the avenue’s curb and scanned the street in both directions. The road was vacant for as far as he could see.
They declared any further exploration pointless. Frustrated, the duo headed back to the marina. Halfway there, an unusual sound drifted across the wide, empty field from the east. At first, both men tensed, the wind-distorted noise was like someone crying or in pain. Moving closer, they observed a small, blonde head racing around the corner of a distant privacy fence. The running child was quickly pursued by two others, one of them yelling, “Tag! You’re it!”
The men watched the backyard game without comment, lost in relief and then-distant memories. Exchanging glances, it was unnecessary to speak. Both felt comfort at the previously mundane scene before them. Both realized how important it was to believe some things were normal, especially after witnessing the desolate landscape behind them.
Father and son continued their expedition in silence, soberly reflecting on the events of the day. When they were almost back to Boxer, Wyatt spoke. “I think we should reach out to our fellow boaters around the marina. They are all probably wondering about what is going on as much as we are. Maybe someone has access to news or something. Why don’t you and Sage walk up and down all of the piers, letting everyone know we are calling a meeting this afternoon at six by the pool?”
David nodded, “That’s a good idea. It might also help to know who is down here. Last night with Bill was scary. That whole encounter could’ve gone very badly.”
Returning to the boat, Wyatt told Morgan of his idea. His wife agreed wholeheartedly, suggesting David leave the shotgun behind while his sister and he toured the marina. Before long, David and Sage were off, trekking from pier to pier, seeking neighbors.
Southland housed 14 individual piers, each with numerous slips. Boxer was tied up on pier two, which accommodated craft up to 48 feet. Pier one was built for larger vessels, capable of handling yachts up to 100 feet in length. The smallest vessels at the marina were about 25 feet bow to stern. There was a mixture of power and sailing vessels, subdivided into practically every class, type, and length available.
The kids returned around 4:30 and announced they identified 29 occupied boats. Everyone agreed to meet by the pool at six…everyone except Bill. He elected not to go, using bourbon as a painkiller and sleeping off the effect.
Wyatt had one last duty to perform before the meeting. Taking plastic trash bags from Boxer’s stow, he asked David to accompany him back to the marina’s drive. On their earlier trip, Wyatt had noticed an area filled with golf ball-sized landscaping stones. Filling two doubled-up bags with the rocks, they hefted the heavy load back to the end of the pier. 
Using a tarp and two long boat poles salvaged from an unoccupied boat, the duo managed to wrap the dead girl’s body in a makeshift plastic shroud. The task at hand put both men into a grim, melancholy frame of mind. The teenager was close to Sage’s age, and Wyatt couldn’t help but wonder about the agony her parents must be suffering – the “not knowing” where their daughter was during all this mayhem had to be the worst. David’s thoughts tracked in tandem with Wyatt’s, clouded with images of his sister. 
At Wyatt’s suggestion, David snapped two pictures of the girl’s face with his cell phone. They pulled a small sample of her hair for the DNA. It was the best they could do for future identification. Bill’s launch, an inflatable 14-footer with a small outboard, was used to tow the deceased out into the lake. Securing the two heavy bags of stones to the tarp, Wyatt mumbled, “Until the sea gives up her own,” as the two men watched the body sink to the bottom.
 

At first glance, the crowd appeared to be a normal cross-section of any social gathering. A closer inspection would reveal some minor differences. The age of the attendees was slightly older than the population at large, and the quality of clothing, watches, and jewelry indicated a little more disposable income than most people could claim these days. Owning a recreational boat during an economic depression when gas prices were over $9.50 per gallon required income. While Craigslist was littered with owners of jet-skis and sailboats desperate for cash, the monthly upkeep and other associated costs were staggering. Still, the water had an addictive lure, and there were ways to manage expenses. People didn’t leave the marina nearly as often. Owning a boat and using it were now two different things. Most of the marina’s residents had purchased their vessels years ago during better economic times. Some, recently joined by Wyatt and Morgan, used their floating cottages as permanent residences.
Wyatt watched his neighbors drift into the pool area, his mind reminiscing about years past when he commonly called such meetings in times of crisis. At those gatherings, his credentials had been tied to his role as the leader of a business. Now, he had no authority or responsibility to anyone other than his family. The thought helped him relax. I’m just one of many here, he thought. I’m not in charge, and I don’t want to be. 
Still, deep inside, there was an urge to assert control. Obscured by layers of perceived failure, the compulsion to organize, lead, and resolve wanted to speak and be heard. That voice was weak, muffled by memories of fiasco and disappointment. The impulse was easily beaten down. 
It didn’t take a lot of effort for Wyatt to justify his back-of-the-bus thinking. This is different than when I ran the show. There’s no money on the line, no deadline to talk about, and no deliverables to list. I don’t owe these people anything. This isn’t a business meeting - it’s a social gathering.  
David eased close to Wyatt. “Dad, I think everyone is here. I’m the one who invited them all, should I get it started?” 
Wyatt scanned the small clusters of people assembled around the pool deck. He was a little surprised at the number of folks he didn’t know. He’d seen most of the faces here or there, but was a little taken aback at how few of his neighbors he’d actually held a conversation with. He nodded at David, “Sure, why not?”
David cleared his throat and spoke loudly, “Hey, everyone! Thanks for coming. I would like to suggest each boat have a representative take a turn speaking what’s on their mind. We can go by pier number, largest to smallest.”
Wyatt couldn’t suppress a smile. David’s diplomacy, the suggestion of starting with the people who owned the smaller boats first, demonstrated remarkable grace. Everyone at the marina knew the smaller your pier number, the larger your boat. His son had just sidestepped any chance those with means could attempt to flaunt their status, while at the same time making sure everyone’s voice was heard. Wyatt read the body language of the group as being frightened, concerned at best. Any hint of “My boat’s bigger, you should listen to me,” would be rejected today.
Evidently, his son’s suggestion was well received as heads nodded all around the pool. An older gentleman strolled to the center of the crowd as people began setting up lounge chairs in a broad semi-circle. After everyone was settled, a tentative voice spoke, “My name is Dale, and I’m on pier 14 aboard Her Diamond. I don’t know about everyone else, but I can’t get in touch with my family, and I’m worried sick about them.” As Dale looked around, several people showed their agreement, and a few smiled. The speaker acknowledged the encouragement as a sign for him to continue. The old fellow’s confidence grew as he continued. “I came down to wash the boat, and now I guess I’m stuck here. I tried to leave, but the police forced me to come back. I’ve got a little food aboard, but my water tank is about empty. I should have filled it up before the water stopped yesterday, but I didn’t. I think fresh water might be a priority for everyone.”
Wyatt hadn’t thought about that. While Boxer had a water maker, smaller boats were only equipped with storage tanks. Water might be a problem for many of the residents. 
Time seemed to fly as everyone took a turn speaking. Wyatt listened keenly, taking notes about everyone’s issues and ideas. Always the manager, his mind was occupied by an attempt to solve the problems being voiced by his fellow boaters. Waiting for the next person to stand and speak, Wyatt suddenly realized everyone was looking at him. It was his turn. 
Wyatt moved to the center of the group, introducing himself, his family, and his boat. After a short pause, he lifted the legal pad containing his scribbles and quickly examined the summary. “I’ve been noting everyone’s concerns and needs. While there is nothing I can offer to help in regards to communicating with family or loved ones, I do have a few ideas about some of the more basic needs. None of us know how long this situation is going to last, so if I may suggest a few things, it might make these uncertain times easier for all involved.”
He paused, gauging everyone’s reaction. Heads were moving north and south, many of the listeners smiling. He continued, “Clearly, fresh water is a concern. As I see it, we have three sources; rainwater, the pool, and some of the larger boats here in the marina have water makers aboard. I suggest we organize some sort of water distribution until the city water is restored.” 
Wyatt looked up from his paper, noting the mostly positive reaction to his proposal. He smiled sheepishly and then continued. “We have a decent supply of fuel at our disposal. Most of these boats are full of either gas or diesel, and there’s the marina’s fuel pier to consider as well. I don’t know how recently the marina’s tanks were topped off, but there are probably thousands and thousands of gallons available.” 
He hesitated for a bit before continuing, as his next suggestion was more than a little radical. Taking a deep breath, he decided to throw it out there. “Everyone knows the marina office has a spare set of keys for all of the boats.” He chuckled, “Any of us who has ever driven down here and forgotten our keys has probably utilized those spares.” Several people nodded in agreement, remembering a similar experience. “While I don’t count myself as a burglar, if the situation doesn’t improve soon, I don’t think anyone will have us arrested if we break into the office and borrow some of those keys. Most of these unoccupied vessels have food aboard, and we could even utilize the water makers on some of the bigger vessels as well.” 
Again, the consensus was agreement. It was suggested by one gentleman that the refrigerators and freezers on some of the locked boats may already have drained the batteries, and precious food might be going to waste even now. 
The meeting carried on for another hour. It was getting dark when they finally finished, having determined that a committee would meet first thing in the morning and organize a salvage effort for the food and other critical supplies residing in the unoccupied boats. The foragers would leave notes for the owners letting them know what had happened and who to contact regarding reimbursement. 
As the attendees drifted back to their respective piers, Morgan approached Wyatt and gave him a hug. “You did great, honey. I think everyone feels a little better now. I know I do.” 
David joined them, echoing his mother’s sentiments. He’d volunteered to be a scavenger, and Sage had surprised her parents by raising her hand to join the water committee. The family sauntered back to Boxer with higher spirits and a somewhat positive sentiment about the future.

The next day, the citizens of Southland Marina, or “Marinaville” as someone had nicknamed the community, worked together in an effort to make everyone more comfortable. Wyatt and Morgan were pleased to see their children play an active role, contributing their share of the workload. 
It became painfully obvious that keeping all of the boats supplied wasn’t going to be easy. The vessels without water makers were going to require the most labor. Since boats are similar to automobiles in that they require a good scrubbing now and then, buckets are a common commodity at any marina.  
After a few dozen buckets had been collected, helpers organized to transport the buckets of water from one boat to another along the piers. Everyone started calling them the bucket brigade, and in the hot Texas sun, it was exhausting work.
David and another young man broke into the marina office, trying to inflict as little damage as possible. They wrote a note explaining the cause and retrieved two large sheets of plywood containing hundreds of hooks labeled with slip numbers and, of course, dangling keys. 
It was Morgan who suggested the formation of the Marinaville City Water Department. A large 80-foot sailing vessel with a high capacity water maker was tied up at the base of pier one. That single boat could generate over 100 gallons of fresh water per day – enough to fill the tanks on several smaller boats. While Morgan’s idea resulted in a significant shortcut for the water carriers, the bucket brigade still didn’t want for physical exercise. Wyatt smiled when the jokes started circulating, most pertaining to how much money they were all going to make with the introduction of this fabulous new weight loss program.
Three of the smaller vessels didn’t have generators. Their cabins were powered solely by battery banks, normally recharged via shore power. At first, this had been a serious problem. Wyatt, inspired by Morgan’s water company idea, suggested one of the vessels with a generator be moved to a nearby slip, allowing the neighbor to recharge its batteries. The Marinaville Mobile Power Company was born and could currently boast a 100% customer service satisfaction record. 
Another task deemed necessary was the monitoring of various radios. A team was organized to take turns, each member assigned a certain day to listen in on both the marine frequencies and normal AM and FM. 
It was the second morning without electricity that Mr. Pierce came hustling down pier two, frantically waving a piece of paper. He excitedly reported that the Emergency Broadcasting Network was now working, and there was news. 
Wyatt, busy cleaning a small batch of perch caught that morning, wiped his hands clean and headed for Boxer’s bridge. He dialed in the AM station prescribed by Mr. Pierce and began listening.
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The message repeated all day, and Mr. Pierce traveled from boat to boat, ensuring everyone heard it. By late in the afternoon, an impromptu town hall meeting was taking place behind Boxer with practically the entire population of Marinaville present.
Wyatt was shocked at the variety of reactions. More than a few of the boaters were ready to pack up and do as the army ordered. Others seemed determined to use any excuse as justification for why they shouldn’t follow the instructions. “We don’t live in Houston, and the message was specifically directed to the ‘citizens of Houston,’” they argued. The debate raged for over an hour. 
An older gentleman remarked that the whole thing sounded like being told to report to a labor camp. He compared it to WWII and the orders given to the citizens of Japanese descent living in the US. Others backed his observation, passionately making the point that they would prefer to stay at the marina and be free.
There was also a heated plea for the Marinaville residents to stay together. After all, they were all well fed, comfortable and isolated from the mayhem. The order for martial law had been instituted to bring order and provide food and shelter for the citizens of Houston. Why should such a well-functioning community be divided?
Back and forth the conversation flowed. Point and counterpoint were debated, sometimes leaving angry faces and seldom resulting in any consensus.
Wyatt wanted to stay put. He didn’t know the specific reasons why the president had made this decision, nor did he believe the army could control a city the size of Houston. Finally, it was David who seemed to resolve the conflict. He innocently asked, “Why don’t the people who want to follow the instructions head to Houston, and the people who want to stay can remain here?”
No one could debate that logic - it was free choice. The congregation settled on mulling it over, most pledging to announce a decision in the morning. Wyatt was relieved at having avoided being drawn into the dialogue.
The next morning, two of the families occupying smaller boats apologized to everyone, packed up, and left. The others all decided to stay, at least for the time being. Wyatt could understand why those folks who were leaving had made their decision. A smaller boat was fine for a weekend or even a short trip. Living on one fulltime had to be cramped and stressful, especially when combined with the unknown of the conditions surrounding your primary residence and worldly possessions.
Everyone turned out to wish those heading to Houston well. Hugs and promises of “See you soon,” abounded. “We’ll be sharing margaritas at our reunion pool party within a month,” one captain predicted. Wyatt and David flashed each other a knowing look - both having doubts of a return to normalcy so soon. 
After the farewell, Marinaville settled back into routine. The daily tasks of keeping everyone supplied with enough water, fuel for generators, and food kept all of the residents busy. There really wasn’t the time to second-guess any decisions.
A few days later, Wyatt rose early and was making his coffee as usual. Morgan joined him, discussing the day’s upcoming events, and whispering a few comments about how the children were accepting of their new lifestyle. Morgan casually meandered to the salon’s door and glanced out. She quickly turned to Wyatt and excitedly reported, “It’s snowing!”
Wyatt, puzzled, joined her and was astonished by the scene. Greyish white flakes of what appeared to be snow were falling all around the marina. He ventured outside and caught a speck in his hand, but it wasn’t cold, nor did it melt. It was ash. He looked north to the fires raging in Houston and then at a flag on a nearby sailboat. The wind had shifted, and they were receiving an ash storm that would have made any volcano proud. 
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Sage sat on the bridge, slouched in the captain’s chair with her legs resting on the dash. The VHF radio was switched on, but she wasn’t paying attention to it. Instead, music from her cell phone pulsed through earphones, her duty of monitoring the marine radio ignored. With her hearing blocked, Sage didn’t detect her father’s climbing to the bridge until it was too late. 
Wyatt shook his head, sitting across from his daughter with a stern look on his face. Sage noticed the look of disapproval, questioning his expression until she realized she was shirking her responsibilities. Jerking out the earphones, she flashed an embarrassed look of apology and then turned up the volume knob on the big radio.
“Sage,” he began in a gentle voice, “I know this is all kind of tedious for you, but I need you to take it seriously. I’m not sure what’s going on in the world right now.” 
His daughter shrugged her shoulders and focused her gaze on her toes. “Daddy, I’m sorry. I’ll pay attention. I just got bored listening to the static. No one is saying anything, and I just downloaded this new song the other day….” She was interrupted by a voice on the radio.
“Houston Yachting Club…Houston Yachting Club…this is the Serendipity. Houston Yachting Club this is Serendipity. Over.”
A static-filled minute passed without any response. The captain of Serendipity repeated his hail. More seconds ticked by, and again there was no answer. Sage and Wyatt glanced at each other, both wondering why. The Houston Yachting Club was one of the high-end marinas on Galveston Bay. The expensive, private organization was known to have a waiting list for new members and an excellent reputation for service. Before either could speak, the radio sounded again, “Any vessel, any vessel, this is the sailing vessel Serendipity requesting a radio check. Over.”
Wyatt realized the captain of Serendipity knew what he was doing. While he wasn’t familiar with the boat or its master, the request for a radio check was logical. If you don’t receive the expected response in a given amount of time, make sure your equipment is working. Wyatt waited a few moments for someone else to respond. No one answered the call. He motioned for Sage to hand him the microphone. “Serendipity, Serendipity, this is the motor vessel Boxer, docked at Southland Marina – we read you loud and clear. Your radio is operating fine, Captain. Over.” 
There was a buzz and then a click. “Captain, could you please go to 62? Over.”
Wyatt frowned at the request. The initial hail had been on channel 16, the official frequency for contacting other vessels and listening for coast guard alerts. For that reason, boats equipped with a marine radio are required to monitor 16. The rules basically read that you hailed another vessel on 16 and then switched channels if you wanted to converse further. Wyatt didn’t know anything about the sailing vessel Serendipity, as there were thousands of boats in the area. It was unusual for a stranger to want to talk unless there was a problem. Wyatt keyed the microphone, “Serendipity, this is Boxer. Going to channel 62, Captain. Over.” 
Wyatt nodded at Sage who started spinning the large dial. He watched as the big green numerals increased, finally displaying “62.” He spoke again, “Serendipity, this is Boxer, now on 62. What can I do for you, Captain? Over.”
Most recreational boaters tried to play by the rules when broadcasting on an official channel. It was a matter of professionalism, a courtesy to others, and the fact that every other boat in the area was listening in. 
When two vessels were communicating on a side channel, the conversation typically became more casual. The same voice came across the airwaves, “Boxer, sorry to bother you. We’re coming up the ship channel and can’t raise Houston Yachting Club. Their radio might be down, and I was wondering if you could try a landline for us. We can’t seem to get a cell phone signal. We struck a submerged object a few hours ago and are taking on water. Our bow thruster is out, and the rudder is fouled. I’m going to need help getting this big girl in. If things get much worse, I’ll have to call ‘Mayday.’ Over.”
Wyatt looked at Sage, pointing at her phone. She checked the display for signal and verified what they both already knew. She eyed her father, shaking her head - no cell service. Wyatt transmitted, “Serendipity, we don’t have cell service either and are not equipped with a landline onboard. Captain, how long have you been out?”
A few moments passed, followed by a concerned voice. “Boxer, we’ve been offshore for over 20 days on a return run from South America. Why do you ask? Over.”
Wyatt shook his head. This guy has no clue what has happened. He’s coming in blind. He pressed the talk button, choosing his words carefully.
“Captain, I would drop anchor if I were you. The world has changed significantly since you put to sea. Martial law was declared a short time ago, and our pier has been without power since the 15th.” Wyatt didn’t end his transmission there. “Captain, I know you don’t know me but…drop the hook, sir…catch up on the news…brace yourself.”
Wyatt could imagine the look on the sailor’s face. How would he react to a strange, metallic voice sounding over the airwaves, claiming apocalyptic events and offering bizarre advice? The man was almost home with a crippled boat. He was probably looking forward to walking on dry land after such a long voyage. He’s almost there, almost home - and then this weird radio message comes out of nowhere telling him to drop anchor before he finishes the voyage. 
It was over two minutes before the radio sounded again, “Boxer, can you repeat that? Did you say martial law? What in the world is going on?” Wyatt snorted at the lack of “over” ending the transmission. Clearly, the distant captain was a little shaken up - who wouldn’t be?
“You heard me clearly, Captain. I’ve heard news reports of a government failure…riots…out of control fires… causalities – social collapse. The same news channel reported the president was declaring martial law. Let me warn you, sir, the world isn’t the same as when you left. Over.” 
The distant voice’s tone changed - softer than before. “Captain, I’ve got serious problems here. We have five crew and twelve passengers aboard. The bilge pumps are barely keeping up with the water we’re taking on. I’ve got to get these people off this boat.”
Wyatt considered the situation for a bit. “Captain, can you make it to Southland Marina? We have enough people here to help tie her off.”
The response was almost immediate. “Negative, Boxer. We draw nine feet. Clear Lake isn’t deep enough.”
Wyatt’s next idea made Sage’s head snap up, a concerned expression on her face. “Captain, I can come out and tie up alongside. We’re big enough to ferry that many people to shore.”
“Boxer, thank you for that. It helps to know someone is out there. I’m going to anchor for the time being and see if we can affect repairs. Right now, I can’t justify declaring an emergency, but it’s real close to that.”
“Captain, that’s your call. I wouldn’t know what to do with your passengers after I had them. They might be better off right where they are. I’ll check in with you later. For now, we’ll stay on 16. If you need us, hail.”
“Roger that, Boxer. Again, thank you for the offer. Serendipity to 16 – out.”
 Wyatt keyed his microphone, “This is Boxer – out to 16.” 
Sage was staring at him. Wyatt realized his face must be very troubled, but it was too late to hide it from his daughter. She reached over and stroked his hand. “You’re really worried aren’t you, Dad?”
“Yes, baby, I am. These are troubling times. For the first time in my life, I have almost no idea what’s going to happen – how things are going to work out. I guess we’ll just have to keep the faith that we’ll be okay as long as we stick together. After talking to that captain, I think we should be thankful we’re doing as well as we are. How would you like to be out on that boat right now?” 
When Sage didn’t answer, Wyatt reached across and squeezed her hand. He flashed the most genuine smile he could muster, and she returned the gesture. 
Neither of them seemed to be genuinely comforted. 
Sage needed a restroom break, and Wyatt agreed to cover her watch. Alone on the bridge, Wyatt stared blankly at the radio, fighting an impulse to pick up the microphone and hail the captain of Serendipity. There was an unavoidable parallel between the sailor’s predicament and Wyatt’s life. He couldn’t ignore the comparison any more than he could disregard the empathy that dominated his thoughts. 
Serendipity’s voyage was a microcosm of Wyatt’s existence, the role of the yacht’s master no different than the responsibility of running a company, or being the head of a family. Wyatt’s soul was troubled by the reflection of a lonely, isolated man, now denied the security of home through no fault of his own. Wyatt wanted to tell the man he understood the pain and loneliness. 
Despite the absence of detail, Wyatt had little trouble relating Serendipity’s journey to the path his family and he had recently traveled. The captain of a vessel held responsibility for passenger and crew, the same relationship between manager and employee. Piloting a vessel through troubled waters wasn’t much different than steering a company through troubled times. Entering an exotic port of call could be compared to penetrating a new market. The analogies could go on and on. 
Returning home from a long journey was a unique experience, especially for a seaman. Even a large boat like Serendipity would’ve required exhaustive efforts and a high level of skill to accomplish such a voyage. That last leg to homeport was always a complex paradox of emotions, even during normal times. In sports, it was referred to as “closing out the victory.” The barons of finance referenced “signed, sealed, and delivered.”  
Wyatt had been there, both on a boat and behind a desk. He’d felt the sense of relief when finally getting close to the end, of knowing your boat and crew would sleep safe and secure that night. The sensation wasn’t so different from knowing that a business tactic was paying off – that the workers would have a paycheck…job security. 
Most captains wouldn’t admit it, but shedding responsibility for the lives of everyone aboard was a welcome void. Hardships, such as pulling an overnight watch or fretting over every odd little noise made by the vessel, wouldn’t be missed. Weather would cease to be the most important information of the day; no longer would the supply of water, fuel and food be the primary concern. No more adrenaline- pumping battles with storm-driven waves or early morning incidents with misbehaving navigation equipment. Wyatt remembered the warm glow of accomplishment, that sense of victory over the sea when the ship was finally tied off at her final harbor. It was an identical experience to a successful sales campaign or landing a new, profitable customer. 
In Wyatt’s mind, there was little difference between Columbus setting sail for the new world and Steve Jobs creating Apple in his garage. Both were risk-taking explorers who could be ruined by uncontrollable circumstance. Wyatt grunted at the thought. Mr. Jobs didn’t have to worry about a storm crashing his fledgling prototype against the rocks - he wasn’t going to perish due to the wind and sea. 
It then occurred to Wyatt that perhaps the captain going down with his ship was the lucky one. Was that end better than losing it all…than having nothing left? Death before dishonor?
There was also a negative aspect to coming home. The letdown of knowing the adventure was almost over, that life would soon return to a mundane, shore side routine. Any chance to explore or experience something unique while at sea would soon be absent. No more steering the boat into a strange harbor, anxious to explore a new locale. The opportunity to sample different foods, make new friends and see exotic sights soon to be over. A smirk crossed Wyatt’s face when he realized it didn’t matter how you arrived at the end point – it sucked. A successful business generated money, respect, and gratification, but that’s not what Wyatt would miss the most. He would never again experience the thrill of quest – the challenge of the game. His last business voyage had ended the day the bank closed his doors. 
Just like Wyatt, Serendipity’s homeport no longer existed, her final destination dissipated. Someone had taken it away. The captain’s well-planned, properly executed voyage was all for naught. Wyatt imagined the crushing weight of despair the sailboat’s master must be facing. He was familiar with the experience. It wasn’t just empathy for what the man on the other end of the radio was feeling at that moment, there were future tortures to look forward to. Wyatt knew that joining the Fraternal Order of Failure led to being a card carrying member of Club Inactive. Eventually, you ended up with a Fellowship at the Society of It’s-all-behind-me-now.  
Sage’s head appearing at the top of the ladder snapped Wyatt out of it. She tilted her head slightly and asked, “Daddy, are you all right?” 
Wyatt’s face flushed for a moment, concerned that his internal pity party could somehow be perceived by his youngest child. “I’m fine, Sage. Did everything come out okay?”
His daughter swatted his arm, trying not to laugh at the crude humor.       
Wyatt left the bridge, convinced that occupying himself with double-checking the satellite installation would distract him from such melancholy thinking. The dish was already mounted; his son was following the cable-run down the mast. 
Boxer was considered a motor-sailor and was equipped with a single mast. In reality, she was a powerboat. Somewhere, in one of the numerous storage compartments was an emergency sail. Wyatt had no idea how to rig or use the large sheet of canvas. He seriously doubted it would work very well. 
David and he adjusted and readjusted the cables until almost dusk, quitting when Morgan opened the salon doors and announced supper was ready. She didn’t have to tell them twice.
 



Chapter 6
 
Charlie Beckenworth was feeling like Charlie “Becken-worthless.” Being unemployed for over a year had initiated a downward spiral in his life – a seemingly unending series of blows to his esteem. The crushing waves of bad breaks eventually wore him down to the point where he began to simply not care about much of anything. The fact that his wife had become the primary breadwinner for their family had been the final straw.
When he’d first been informed his employer was downsizing, he hadn’t been overly concerned. His wife had a good job as a software analyst, and he had never had any problem finding work as an electrician. After two months of countless online applications, resume mailings, and untold hours searching through web-based employment databases, he realized the first pangs of panic. 
Charlie’s wife, Rose, had been supportive, and the couple initially worked together, trying to make the best of what both of them thought would be a temporary situation. The couple agreed that Charlie would stay at home with the kids in order to avoid the cost of daycare. 
Raising children wasn’t Charlie’s forte. While he loved his kids as much as any father, the day-to-day activities associated with being a stay at home dad didn’t agree with him. That’s when the drinking began. It had only been a beer or two at first. A cold one now and then to take the edge off of the relentless boredom and ceaseless chores. Doing laundry, preparing meals, and taxiing the kids was not how Charlie had seen his life playing out.
His buddies didn’t help much. At first, they said all the right words and at least pretended to support him. As time wore on, the positive reinforcements became cruel jokes, with Charlie taking the ribbing badly. Over time, he was invited to fewer and fewer get-togethers, and his friends drifted further and further away. 
Rose began accepting extra hours for a bigger paycheck. This eventuality led to even more responsibility for Charlie, and the occasional brewski became a six-pack by early afternoon. There had been a major disturbance in the Beckenworth household when Rose returned home one evening to discover the children crying in a bathtub, the bathwater icy, and the kids shivering with purple lips. Charlie was lying in his favorite lounge chair, passed out drunk.
Rose wanted to believe things would get better, and Chuck would snap out of it. She gently suggested her husband seek counseling or find a group of stay at home dads. Her loving efforts were angrily rejected, and Charlie continued to slide down the slope of despair. 
The civil unrest, power outage, and subsequent martial law really had little effect on the Beckenworth homestead – at first. Charlie stashed several cases of beer in the garage, and a small gasoline generator had been purchased for hurricane season. The kids were a little fussy at first, but Rose and he would simply shoo them outside to their swing set - a quiet home restoring order to the universe. 
The morning of the sixth day, Rose announced they were out of cereal for the kids. 
On the seventh day, the last can of soup was prepared for lunch. 
By the ninth day, Charlie realized he was down to his last beer. By the ninth day, Rose metered out a single can of corn accompanied by the last sleeve of saltine crackers.
On the afternoon of the tenth day, the kids were whining about the hunger pangs. Rose did her best to distract them, rummaging around in her stash and producing a new coloring book. The present had distracted the two from their empty stomachs, but only for a few hours.
Charlie knocked on the door of every house on their street. Most of the neighbors didn’t answer. Those that had opened their front doors were apologetic, but didn’t have anything to share. One older gentleman went so far as to remind Charlie he should have allocated more money for meat and potatoes and less on beer. A shoving match had ensued, the final result being Charlie returning home with empty hands, a mouthful of curses, and a bruised ego. To make matters worse, he was beginning to get the shakes from the sudden lack of alcohol in his system.
The kids were inside with Rose, so he waited outside to be alone while he licked his mental wounds. He craved different air, thinking the change would enable him to conjure up some method of feeding the family. After a pilgrimage around the cul-de-sac, he found himself inside the garage. His unstable hands were failing in their attempt to repair his fishing pole. Frustrated and out of patience, he was just about to splinter the misbehaving pole when the unmistakable aroma from an outdoor grill drifted by. 
The fishing pole was pardoned.  
 
February 26, 2017
Southland Marina
Kemah Bay, Texas
 
The citizens of Marinaville weren’t suffering from the blackout nearly as severely as most. There were minor inconveniences, such as the constant droning of generators and the ever-present task of refilling fuel tanks. Compared to the rest of America, those ten days without electricity resulted in a mere fraction of the hardships endured by the vast majority of citizens.
The pier-people understood their good fortune, at least to some degree. A celebration was in order, a pseudo-Thanksgiving of sorts. Word passed up and down the docks that all were invited to a citywide cookout to be conducted by the pool. A pot luck extravaganza, the main course comprised of several pounds of frozen steak discovered a few days earlier in the freezer of a large sports fisherman located on pier one.   
Everyone was feeling upbeat about the way the community had banded together. In a way, the marina was like a small island ecosystem. Everyone pitched in, no one was left out, and a few people even commented that life there was actually better than before the collapse. There was a positive sense of belonging to something important and working together to solve problems.
Part of the optimism was based on a swell of confidence that life would soon return to normal. This faith was due to an increasing number of indications that some sort of recovery was in process. Occasionally, people reported hearing car motors in the distance. One of the captains residing on the far side of the marina watched a group of strangers skirt around the edge of the water. He believed they ventured from one of the neighboring subdivisions. Over the last few days, there had been a few sirens, but only a single gunshot from a far distance. The fires still lit the night skies toward Houston, but the reddish glow and associated pillar of smoke seemed to be getting smaller. As reports of these encounters passed from one boater to the next, the typical reaction was a knowing smile – a sign of confidence that mankind would soon recover.  
Charcoal was a common commodity on the piers. Practically every boater loved to fire up the grill and smoke up a mess of ribs…or steak…or whatever culinary indulgence satisfied the weekend mood. High praise, ultimate glory, whispered reputation, and hushed respect were won and lost via the pier-side smoker.  
The problem wasn’t rolling two portable grills up to the pool, nor was it difficult to start a proper fire. This issue was completing the day-to-day jobs required for life in Marinaville. The announcement of a cookout was to blame for more unfinished tasks than any other single event since the collapse. Instead of completing daily chores, everyone was busy mixing special sauces, baking family favorites, and polishing prized grilling tongs. Top-secret spicy concoctions were assembled behind closed doors while shadowy figures stalked between boats, creating clandestine marinades on the hush-hush.     
As the citizens of Marinaville drifted poolside, David and Wyatt were standing ready, a wager already in place regarding which of the two men could devour the most food.

Charlie stuck his head inside the house and told Rose he’d be back soon. Still stinging from the fight with the neighbor, he unlocked the car and retrieved a revolver from the console. It took him a little while to determine the source of the wonderful smell, now wafting over the area stronger than ever. After a quick stroll around the block, his nose triangulated the source as the marina bordering the neighborhood. “Why hadn’t I thought of that before,” he said to himself. “Those boats would be full of food and fuel. I’ll just take whatever we need and replace it later.”
Strolling through the empty lots to the marina, he spotted a trail of grey smoke slowly rising from the pool area. Charlie had only been to the marina a couple of times, but knew the layout well enough. He decided to head directly for the pool and ask nicely if those fortunate enough to have all that food would share with his hungry kids. He tucked the pistol in the back of his belt, reminding himself to be polite.

David noticed the stranger first. He gently nudged Wyatt and pointed with his eyes toward the man approaching their get-together. After relinquishing grill duty to another boater, David and his father slowly made their way through the crowd to intercept the newcomer. 
David took the initiative, and with a firm, but polite voice said, “Good afternoon, how can we help you?”
Charlie didn’t hesitate. The smell of cooking steaks was drawing him in, thoughts of how proud Rose would be giving him courage. Bringing home a load of food would make him the breadwinner again, the hero, the man of the house. When he saw one of the men standing poolside raise a can of beer, he actually began salivating. 
Charlie refocused on the guy who greeted him. “Afternoon, neighbor. I live over there and smelled your fire. I have two kids and a wife at home, and we’ve not eaten in a while. I was wondering if you could share a little of that wonderful-smelling food.”
Wyatt and David looked at each other as some of the other boaters began wandering over to hear what was going on. Before either could reply, Hank Weathers spoke from the crowd, “We’ve not got a lot of extra ourselves, friend. Can’t your neighbors help out?”
Charlie was a little taken aback by the response. “Well, ummm, pretty much everyone is in the same spot we are. If they don’t lift the martial law soon, there are going to be a lot of very hungry people.”
Hank didn’t even hesitate, “Sorry friend, we are all tapped out, just like you. The only reason we are eating so high on the hog tonight is because all this food was about to spoil.”
Charlie thought about that for a minute and then scanned the marina. He scratched his head and replied with a sharp tone, “Why are you lying to me? I can hear all of those generators running. Every single one of these boats probably has food onboard. You mean to tell me you won’t share just a little?”
Charlie’s response clearly offended Hank. Taking a step forward and pointing a finger at Charlie, his response sounded menacing. “Look buddy, everyone has their own problems. You come walking over here on private property, uninvited, and then accuse me of being a liar. I think you should head on home before there’s trouble.”
Charlie shifted his gaze from face to face in the crowd. Some people were nodding their heads in approval, while others showed puzzlement at Hank’s aggressive stance. Charlie started to turn away when he remembered the pistol in his belt. Hunger, fear of losing another confrontation, and the cooler full of beer pushed Charlie’s buttons. The thought of going home empty-handed and Rose’s disapproving face gave Charlie the courage to spin back around, pulling the gun. His shaking hand aimed the weapon directly at Hank’s face. Charlie growled, “You’re a liar, and I’m not going home empty- handed. Now give me some of that food, and no one will get hurt.”
Wyatt spoke up, “Now hold on, friend. No sense in all that. Just put the gun down, and we will get you what you want.” He turned toward the stunned assembly, exaggerating the nodding of his head, “Won’t we, everyone? We can all pitch in and give this man a little food for his family, can’t we?”
A murmur spread around, everyone supporting Wyatt’s move. One of the women took it a step further, picking up an empty cardboard box and filling it with various dishes from the table. Someone else wrapped two of the steaks in tin foil. After the box was full, David took it, slowly approaching the gunman with the offering extended. “Here ya go. Now please put the gun away, and leave us alone.”
Charlie’s eyes darted around the crowd. He started to take the box from David and then remembered. “How about you throw in a few cans of that beer, sonny? A man can get thirsty.”
David grunted, but did as requested. He returned the box to Charlie, who hefted it in one arm while still keeping the pistol pointed with the other. He backed up a few steps and then turned and hurried away.
 

After being robbed at gunpoint, the response from the marina crowd ranged from outrage to relief. Everyone seemed to start talking at once as soon as they realized no one was going to be shot. Hank was furious, going on and on about how someone should have rushed the bandit. Other men, including Wyatt, weren’t so sure. Hank’s voice carried a warning tone, “Mark my words everyone, he’ll be back and probably with several of his friends. Our little secret is out. Every Tom, Dick, and Harry who is hungry or craving a beer will be sticking a gun in our faces from now on.”
One of the other men disagreed, “Oh come on now Hank, the man had kids at home and was desperate. It’s the proper thing to share. We’ve plenty of food, and the government will get its act together soon. I don’t want to go to bed tonight worrying about hungry kids when we have so much.”
The debate raged back and forth for several minutes when Morgan decided to assert herself, “Oh now come on, folks! We’re not going to let one little ole holdup ruin a good Texas barbeque, are we? Let’s remember why we’re here and eat up. Come on now, everyone get a plate. Y’all can argue better on a full stomach anyway.”
Eventually the crowd settled down and began to plop spoons of potato salad and coleslaw onto paper plates. The mood was different, but the gathering carried on. Small groups of people mingled here and there, and conversations carried on in low, hushed tones.
David sat in a lounge chair next to his father. Slowly chewing a piece of steak, his voice was serious. “Dad, you know Hank is right. This is trouble. If anyone sees that guy walking back with that package of goodies, they’re going to demand to know where he got it. If any of his neighbors come to his house begging for food, he’ll tell them where to go. The marina just became the grocery store for that entire neighborhood. They could pick us clean in a matter of days.”
Wyatt nodded and took a sip of iced tea. He gestured around the perimeter of the marina with his hand. “David, there are probably 2,000 homes bordering this place. If the government doesn’t fix this soon, we are going to have more of a problem than anyone here can imagine.”
A foreboding mood dominated the rest of Wyatt’s afternoon. Several times, he started to express his inner concerns to David or Morgan, but he always stopped. I’ll let them relax and enjoy the day, he thought. In Wyatt’s mind, the robbery had been more than a temporary interruption of a cookout. He believed the act was a true indicator of a troublesome future.
Absentmindedly, Wyatt used his fork to toy with the few green beans remaining on his plate. He glanced around the pool, mentally taking stock of the group. Almost all of them were desperate to see law and order reestablished. He had watched, studying their faces when the grind of a motor was detected or tale of a stranger was passed around. He’d noted that more than anything else, these folks paid attention to stories and rumors about the old world coming back. It cheered them up – gave them hope. 
They’re frightened, he deduced. They’re practically scared stiff and only going through the motions to survive. They’re hanging their hat on recovery, trying to hang on until rescue. How long can they survive without liberation? How long before they simply give up? 
Wyatt lifted his cup of iced tea, smiling at the lady who offered a refill.
The world’s not coming back anytime soon, decided Wyatt. Those little signs are false, creating a veneer that’s hiding the rot underneath. The gunman today scratched the surface, exposing everyone to a little bit of the truth. I sure hope all these nice people can handle it when reality hits them between the eyes. 
 

Charlie’s family dug into the steak dinners. Rose instantly suspected the meal had been stolen, but didn’t ask any questions. Already-cooked steak, uncovered dishes of green beans and corn, combined with the pistol sticking out of her husband’s belt made it clear the banquet was of dubious origin. She was so tired, so worried about the kids, she didn’t even care. 
She settled on rationing the groceries, placing limited portions on everyone’s plate. Charlie took a break from the beer he was enjoying, grunting disapproval when Rose sat his share on the table. He threw a questioning look at his wife, “What’s up with this? Wasn’t there enough in that box for everyone?”
Rose responded with a short tone. “We’ve got to make this last a few days, Charlie.”
He waved off her concern. “There’s plenty where that came from, Rose. I figured out all those boats over at the marina are full of food. There’s got to be barrels of gas for the generator, too. I only brought back what I could carry this first trip.”
Rose’s hands went to her hips, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “Charlie, I’m sure you found this meat already cooked. Or did you decide to grill it on the way back? You took this food from someone. Don’t lie to me.”
Charlie shrugged his shoulders, “I got lucky and ran into a picnic. They were happy to share since they had so much.”
Rose shrugged dejectedly and shot him a look of “whatever,” moving to break up an argument between the kids. She was so hungry she really didn’t care where he had gotten the food, promising to take it up with him later. Charlie ate his share and finished off another can of brew. His mind was smug with relief as he gazed toward the marina, plans for the next visit forming in his head. 

After one and all had eaten their fill, the ladies divided the leftovers while the men gathered at one end of the pool. Hank had settled down and was trying to sound reasonable, “I want to start off by apologizing. I should not have accosted that guy, no matter what I felt at the time. Someone could’ve gotten hurt, and that’s the last thing I want.” Looking around the group, he was relieved to see his apology was generally accepted.  
Wyatt, in a way, was relieved the episode had turned out as it had. Hank had always been a little bit of a hothead. Wyatt believed fast tempers could be extremely dangerous, now more than ever. Calling 911 wasn’t an option, and justice wasn’t real anymore - for good guys or bad. Maybe this will cool his jets a little, he thought. 
Wyatt wasn’t sure why, but several of the men looked at him as if he were the leader of the group. The gathering became quiet, the men mulling around and glancing his way as if they were waiting on Wyatt to start the meeting. 
Reluctantly, Wyatt said, “I think we need to keep an eye out for a few days. I don’t know what else to do. Everyone is pretty busy keeping up with battery charging, fuel transfer, and searching the boats. If we organize some sort of neighborhood watch, it’s going to draw down on our manpower.”
Several of the men voiced their agreement. A few, however, did not. One of them was David, and he spoke up, “I’m willing to pull extra hours to keep an eye on things. I think it’s obvious we’re going to have visitors, and I, for one, believe we should be ready to deal with them.”
Another man stepped forward. “What are we going to do? Shoot people? I think there is a higher moral question here – does everything in the marina really belong to us? Is it really ours to defend? What if the looters are women or children? Do we hold a trial? I have a lot of issues with all of this.”
Wyatt was quick to respond, “I agree. I’ve already run through all of this in my head, and it’s a difficult situation at best. Are we really going to be in an ‘every man for himself’ environment? I can’t answer that right now, and I don’t think anyone else can either.”
David chimed in, “Let me ask everyone this – if we were all at home right now, wouldn’t we want our neighbors at the marina to protect our property for us? If any of the absent boaters arrived here tomorrow, we can look them in the eye and say, ‘We only took what we needed.’ If we let random looters start raiding the marina, they may damage the boats and could take a lot more than food. ” 
David’s comment caused everyone to pause. No one had really looked at things from that perspective as the focus had been on surviving day to day. Almost a minute went by before David continued. “If I may, how about we at least agree to meet in the morning, take an inventory of what weapons we have and begin to work on some sort of plan in case more strangers start showing up and causing trouble?”
Procrastinating seemed to agree with everyone as most of the men wanted time to think, perhaps talk it over with their spouses and families. Hank suggested meeting at the head of pier two at 8 a.m., and all agreed. The summit broke up, and everyone meandered back to their boats, carting the leftovers and dirty dishes. 

As Wyatt’s family made the way back to Boxer, father and son dawdled, staying back a piece from the girls. David sensed his father’s discomfort, but misread the reason. “Dad, I’m sorry, but I had to speak up for what I felt was important back there.”
Wyatt stopped walking, uncertain where his son was going. It took a moment for David’s concern to sink in. Wyatt had to smile, “Son, I raised you to have respect for other people, but also to voice your own opinion. You didn’t show any disrespect to me at all. I’m proud of the way you handle yourself. The army’s done well with you.”
David stared down at his feet. “I just…I don’t know. It seems funny to disagree with you.”
Wyatt reached up and took him by the shoulder. “David, what you did back there was leadership. You’re a man now, and again, I’m proud of you. Don’t worry about it. We’ve got so much on our plate right now. Always do what you feel is right. You can’t let the fear of being wrong now and then cause you to freeze up.”
Father and son embraced, and then picked up the pace to catch up with the girls. It dawned on Wyatt that he was being hypercritical of himself. Here he’d just given David a big, long speech that he hadn’t been able to live up to.  
Wyatt reflected back on his actions when the business was failing. Deep down inside, he couldn’t identify any one decision or action that had instigated the decline. There wasn’t any single event where he made a bad call. Yet, it had all come crashing down around him. There had to be a reason, some catalyst or trait that prompted it all to happen. 
Just because I can’t make a good decision, doesn’t mean David can’t, thought Wyatt. This wouldn’t be the first time a father had told his son to be better than he is. 
After everything had been stowed away on Boxer, Morgan came out to the deck and sat next to Wyatt. She made small talk for a few minutes and then asked, “Everything okay with you and David?”
Wyatt’s head snapped up and he looked at his wife, amazed at the woman’s perception. Did she really have eyes in the back of her head? “He’s just trying to get comfortable in this new pair of shoes he’s wearing. The shoes are called ‘manhood,’ and they can be a tight fit now and then.”
Morgan smiled at her husband’s use of an analogy. It was one of her favorite things about him. She patted her Wyatt on the knee, “Do you male types ever get comfortable in them? It seems like a constant struggle, even for those of you who have been wearing them for years.”
Wyatt smiled and glanced skyward, “No, they never seem to fit right. Sometimes tight, and sometimes loose. He’s a good kid, Morgan – you did one heck of a job with him.”
“We did a good job with him, my husband. We both deserve credit. I see so much of his father in him. The older he gets, the more he reminds me of the young man I fell in love with so many years ago.”
Wyatt put his arm around his wife and drew her close. He couldn’t help himself and smirked, “Which young man was that?”
Morgan playfully slapped at him and kissed his cheek. “You know very well who I was talking about.”
Wyatt kissed her forehead and smiled. She let him settle for a moment and then said, “It was Jimmy Thompson…you remember him, the captain of the football team.” They both started laughing so hard, Sage stuck her head out of the cabin door to ask if everything was okay. She realized her parents were doing that crazy lovebird thing again, and that made her smile. She made a waving gesture as if to say, “Never mind,” and ducked out of sight.

The task of getting the kids to bed was much easier since their tummies were full. Charlie and Rose had tucked blankets, said prayers, told stories, and answered questions for a few minutes before wishing sweet dreams and blowing out candles. One bed had required a detailed checking for monsters suspected to be lurking underneath. None were discovered.
Charlie made his way to the back stoop, seemingly mesmerized by the dark skyline. His thoughts turned to the harder questions about life, wondering if the world would ever return to the way it had been. The screech of the screen door opening prompted him to turn, even though he knew it was Rose. She sat beside him without comment, pretending to be interested in the stars. She had to admit, without all of the city lights, their twinkle was much more intense. 
She sighed, “Charlie, we need to talk about that food you brought home.”
Her husband looked at the grass that hadn’t been mowed in almost two weeks. He wanted to change the subject, but decided the effort was useless. “I told you the truth. I smelled someone cooking on a grill. The smell was coming from the marina. I went over and asked if they would give me some food. It took a little convincing, but they filled the box, and I brought it back.”
Her tone was sharper than she intended, “It’s the little convincing part I’m worried about.”
Charlie exhaled deeply and proceeded to tell his wife the entire story. The only part he left out was asking for the beer. Rose listened quietly. After he had finished, her voice became softer. “Thank you for telling me the truth. I understand why you did what you did. I have a question for you though. Something I want another truthful answer to. What would happen to me and the kids if one of those men had shot you dead?”
He started to respond, but she cut him off, “Just think about that for a while, Charlie. You don’t need to answer me right now.” She stood, reaching for the door, but paused. She bent over and kissed him on the head, “I love you, and the kids love you, too. You’re a good man who’s been through some tough times lately. We’re all better off together. Just keep that in mind, Charlie. I’d rather be hungry and together than fat and alone.”

Rod was sitting on the front porch in a lawn chair, his position partially concealed by a pillar and a tall bush. His sister’s house was way too muggy to stay indoors, so he spent as much time as possible out here where the air wasn’t so close. He preferred the front porch so he could keep a watchful eye on the street and the neighbors. 
He’d been locked up for twenty days awaiting an arraignment for armed robbery and assault with intent. He owed some serious people a significant sum of money, and they had grown weary of waiting to be paid. The interest was mounting, and the collection efforts grew more intense every day. Rod had progressed from worried to downright panicky, eventually ending up at desperate. After a rather heated confrontation, where Rod’s head had been smashed into a brick wall, the message was clear. Come up with some cash, or the misery would escalate.
His normal source of income, stealing bags and unsupervised purses from the 5th Street Beach, didn’t pay all that well. Jacking the occasional car stereo was risky, barely providing cigarette money. Still, every now and then, he got lucky, or so he had thought. 
Rod was making his way back to his room after a fruitless evening searching for inebriated tourists to pickpocket. He hadn’t had any luck finding a victim who was beyond noticing the removal of a wallet. The lack of success was frustrating, but not all that rare. It had always been spotty work, but a guy had to do whatever he could to get by.
He stumbled upon the Porsche convertible, sitting in a remote overflow parking area. The top was down, making the expensive sports car an irresistible draw. As he approached from the shadows, he noticed an empty bottle of rum perched on the hood. Casually strolling alongside the sleek machine, he glanced inside and almost freaked. 
Slumped over the center console was a tiny blond-headed woman, apparently sleeping off an eventful Saturday night. Rod scanned the vicinity, nervously checking for potential witnesses. There wasn’t another soul in sight, which was to be expected, given the early hour and isolated location. In the seat beside the woman was an expensive-looking handbag. Rod moved to the passenger side, reaching in to snatch the potential bonanza. 
That’s when he made a big mistake. While bending over to grasp the purse, his eye caught the glimmer of an even bigger prize. The streetlight above illuminated the diamonds surrounding the gold-tone face of a Rolex wristwatch. Like a packrat drawn to a shiny object, Rod’s attention fixated on the twinkling jewels, his hand immediately releasing the purse strap and grasping the expensive timepiece.  
Normally, Rod would have absconded with both items, but the woman moaned and shifted positions. Seeing no sense in pressing his luck, Rod trotted off into the darkness, thrilled with the rewards of a hard day’s toil. 
Rod’s excitement over his haul kept him from sleeping. Waiting for the pawnshops to open on Monday morning was out of the question. By lunchtime Sunday, he’d found Mohawk Billy’s caddy parked outside of Lefty’s Pool Hall. Rod didn’t frequent Lefty’s often. The clientele typically consisted of violent, more sophisticated criminals - men who didn’t like to associate with petty, beach bum riffraff. 
Still, Rod knew Billy would extend credit as long as sufficient collateral was offered. After what amounted to a 20-minute session of sweaty palms, veiled threats, and one-sided negotiations, Rod paraded out of the pool hall with five crisp Franklins. He also carried a commitment to repay eight of the $100 bills by midnight the next day.
That Sunday afternoon was one of Rod’s most glorious days. Ten dime bags, a new tattoo, and one rusty .38 special revolver later, he found himself broke, but happy. 
The next day, Rod managed to roll out of bed and stumble to the closest pawnbroker before they closed. He thought his heart would fail when the bearded man behind the counter shoved the watch back and said, “It ain’t worth nothing. It’s a fake.”
A hastily obtained second opinion didn’t change the appraisal. 
Two days later, a couple of big dudes claiming to be Billy’s cousins found Rod. Despite assurances of making good on the loan, the large gentlemen didn’t accept his sincerity. Rod would carry the scars from that beating for the rest of his life, which wasn’t a long-term prospect at that moment. 
The Stop N’ Fill on the corner had been busy all day. Rod followed the manager out of the store after the night supervisor clocked in. He knew the guy would take the day’s proceeds to the night deposit box at Second National Bank. He would have gotten away with the heist were it not for the Galveston County Sheriff’s patrol car cruising the area. A man sprinting away from a bank attracts attention. Things really get interesting when the runner is carrying a gun and a bank deposit bag. The police tend to notice such things. 
Still, the goonies couldn’t collect the debt while he was in the slammer. 
When the power failed, the guards kept the prisoners in the courtyard of the Galveston county jail for the remainder of the afternoon. After the third day without electricity, the deputies started calling in sick. On the fifth day, only one guard showed up. 
The inmates hadn’t been fed or allowed any time in the yard, which led to a rapidly deteriorating situation. That lone officer must have feared a full-blown riot, or perhaps he was a softhearted individual. Right before abandoning the jailhouse, he hit the battery-powered emergency switch that unlocked the cell doors.  
It took the prisoners about two minutes to break through the outer metal doors of the jail. When the final barrier to freedom fell, all 119 inmates strolled back into society. Rod was one of them, and after milling around the island for a while, he began the 20-mile trek to his sister’s house. He avoided the highways and busy thoroughfares, expecting the police to be searching for the escapees. He arrived early the next morning at his sis’ place, only to discover she was on vacation. That was just fine with Rod. Sis had disowned him months before, a domestic dispute initiated after his third arrest for drug possession. Her being out of town would save him the trouble of begging to stay for a few nights until he could come up with another plan. 
Rod was enthralled with his sister’s neighborhood. An entrepreneur of sorts, he was quick to recognize opportunity, and this subdivision was a target-rich environment. He was in awe as he crept around, peeping in people’s windows. All of these well-to-do jerks had big screen TVs and tools in the garage. He could make quite a haul out of here. Then it dawned on him that there wasn’t anywhere to sell the goods. He didn’t have a car, and even he was smart enough not to try and pawn something so close to where it had been stolen. No, he needed to think through a plan. 
In the meantime, his sister had plenty of food and a nicely stocked liquor shelf. The bathroom cabinet contained a ready supply of prescription painkillers as well. He didn’t see any cops patrolling the local streets, so he would just stay put until another prospect presented itself.
When Rod spied Charlie carrying a cardboard box with a pistol sticking out of the back of his pants, his interest was naturally sparked. He didn’t know Charlie, per se, only having observed the guy canvassing the neighborhood door-to-door a few days ago. Rod had naturally assumed Charlie was casing the street - seeing who was home and who wasn’t. 
At first, Rod’s criminal mind was frustrated, the thought of having competition for the neighborhood’s plunder being unacceptable. He’d considered trying to scare the man off, but his nemeses carried a pistol, and Rod didn’t. His sister hated guns and wouldn’t allow one in the house. He’d double-checked anyway. After thinking about it for a little bit, he decided a partnership might in order. He was hanging out on the front porch watching for either the cops or Charlie, hoping the latter would show first.

Charlie replayed Rose’s little lecture, writing it off as too much drama and emotion, not enough common sense. He finished the fourth and last beer, but wasn’t overly concerned. Knowing there was plenty more just a few hundred yards away put him at ease. Hell, he thought, all of those guys with boats were lushes anyway. I’ll bet there are all kinds of goodies over there.

The alcohol running through his system was affecting his judgment. His bravery and sensation of invincibility was elevated while his fear of Rose’s wrath was minimalized. He would show Rose it wasn’t any big deal. He’d bring back a big load of food…and drink.
Charlie’s garage was hot and sticky, so he raised the overhead door to catch the sea breeze. He was a little concerned the noise might wake Rose, but she had crashed over an hour ago and was probably deep in dreamland after consuming a big meal. Using a flashlight, Charlie quietly dug out an old camping backpack and located his crowbar. At the last minute, a hammer and pistol were added to the arsenal - just in case. 
The hour was late, and he figured all of the boaters would be asleep. He would just sneak over, pry open a few boats and fill the pack with food. I wonder where boaters keep their booze, he mused.
Rod saw Charlie’s garage door open, and figured the guy was up to something. The sweeping beam of a flashlight soon confirmed his suspicions. Rod had conducted surveillance on Charlie’s place for hours and was about to call off his stakeout. When he noticed Charlie hoisting a bulky bag down the street, he moved to the stoop for a better vantage. Charlie was right in front of Rod’s hiding spot when the unseen man cleared his throat.
Charlie jumped at the racket and fumbled for his flashlight. Before he could even get it out of his back pocket, a voice called out from the nearby porch. “Hey man, you going hunting for some treats?”
Charlie’s anxious tone proved him to be a novice and clearly unpracticed liar. “Who is that? Do I know you? I’m just going for a walk to get some fresh air.”
The shadow said, “No problem, man. I’m not a cop. I know you’re heading back over to that boat place. I thought you might want some help.”
The man’s approach confused Charlie’s already buzzing head. The voice seemed nice enough and having someone along would probably help. Two guys would be safer than one. One guy could keep a lookout while the other searched a boat. He decided to test the stranger, “I’m only going to get the kids some food. What are you looking for?”
Rod stepped down from the porch, edging closer to Charlie, “I’m just bored. I don’t need food right now, but I might soon. Really man, I’m just looking for something exciting to do. No TV sucks, dude.”
Charlie could relate to that. He’d been bored out of his skull since losing his job and becoming Mr. Mom. This guy didn’t seem so bad, and after all, he was a neighbor. Why not? Charlie decided he would clarify with the newcomer who was leading the expedition. “Sure, you can tag along, but let me warn you – this is my little treasure trove, and what I say goes. Okay?”
Rod smiled in the dark, “Sure, man – whatever you say.”
The two men headed toward the marina in almost complete darkness. The moon was a small, yellow sliver, and a haze dampened the field of stars. They could barely make out the masts of the sailboats in the distance. Reaching the edge of the parking lot, they both squatted down and listened. The only noise coming from the piers was the constant “…Ting, ting, ting…” of rigging ropes, lightly thumping against the masts in the breeze. They couldn’t hear any voices or music or see a single light. 
Charlie looked at Rod triumphantly, “I figured everyone would be asleep by now. Let’s move over to the far side - the bigger boats are over there.”
“Sure nuff, man.”
The two men worked their way slowly across the lot, moving between parked cars and trash bins until they were at the head of pier three. Charlie motioned, holding his hands far apart as if to say, “These are some big boats.” Rod nodded, sneaking down the ramp onto the pier, Charlie right behind him.

Hank Weathers had just switched off his reading light a few minutes before. He was lying on the master berth, visualizing the meeting scheduled for the following morning. He didn’t feel any strong regrets about the encounter with the stranger today. These are good people, he thought, but they have no idea how bad things can get. He wanted to get his point across in the morning. It was important that the people in the marina organize to protect themselves. They had been lucky so far, but it wouldn’t last. 
Hank had served in Bosnia as part of the United Nations force manned partially by US troops. He had seen firsthand the results of desperation and brutality. For the most part, the people of Bosnia weren’t hungry. They were motivated by prejudice and religious hatred. To Hank’s way of thinking, it really didn’t matter what motivated extreme behavior. 
In Eastern Europe, the people had been whipped into a frenzy by a perceived threat to their way of life. That conflict didn’t involve desperate hunger. The people there felt threatened by someone who believed just a little differently than the mainstream philosophy. Yet, the temporary madness here mimicked the Bosnian furor. Here, now, starvation would be the catalyst. 
Hank shuddered at the memory of the mass graves and the thousands of orphans he had seen in Europe. He had spent six months in that living hell, every day thinking he had seen the worst mankind had to offer. The worst was often outdone days later by an even greater discovery of barbarian acts or atrocious behavior.
Why did his neighbors think everyone was going to light a bonfire and sit around holding hands while they sang “Kumbaya”? He needed to make them understand that when things got really bad, a door opened inside of man. Opening that door liberated a beast – a demon of dark behavior that would release ultimate violence on its own kind. 
Hank had witnessed this monster. He’d seen it firsthand, in person – up close and personal. He had to figure out how to convince his neighbors of its existence before it was too late. How do you make them understand that the boogieman truly exists? he wondered.  

Rod approached the second craft on the pier. He shot Charlie an inquiring expression of “Why not start here?” and stepped aboard. He hopped over the transom gate and tried the large, sliding glass door leading to the salon. It was locked. Charlie set his backpack on the deck, digging around until he pulled out the crowbar. He handed Rod the long, steel tool, expecting his partner to pry open the door. Rod glared at the implement, hefted it in his hand, and swung it hard at the glass.
Hank heard an unusual “thump,” or at least he thought he did. He was in that in-between state, partially asleep, but still vaguely aware. He thought for a moment that perhaps he’d been dreaming. Despite the mental fog, his senses focused quickly, inventorying the assorted noises from the marina. More from his military training than consciousness, his hand reached into the bedside drawer, feeling for the 9mm Glock stored there.
Rod’s first strike only created a spider web in the thick glass. So stunned by Rod’s overt, imprudent act, Charlie couldn’t will himself to speak. Before he could stop the idiot, Rod swung the crowbar a second time. The impact shattered the glass inward, the crashing shards creating more of a racket than the first blow. Charlie finally found words, spitting them at Rod in an angry whisper. “What are you doing? Are you trying to announce to everyone in the marina that we’re here?” 
Rod shrugged his shoulders and handed Charlie the pry bar. His whispered sneer seemed ironic to Charlie, “There can’t be that many people here. And what are they going to do anyway? Call the cops?”
Hank was wide awake now, alert, and sure of trouble after the second strike echoed across the marina. The sound of shattering glass was clear, the volume disqualifying the possibility of a dropped bottle or other such clumsy act. He rolled off the berth, fumbling for his shorts. He racked the slide on the pistol and chambered a round. 
Hank’s racing heart caused his fingers to tingle as the cocktail of blood and adrenaline surged through his veins. He slipped on his deck shoes and moved to the door with purpose, all the while his senses were probing the night – intently seeking input about what was going on. 
Charlie realized he was holding the crowbar with a dumbfounded look on his face. The beam of Rod’s flashlight moving around inside the cabin caught his eye, bringing him back to this grim reality. He fought the urge to turn and run. There was no way the people on the boats didn’t hear that noise. He looked around anxiously, half expecting to see lights switching on inside of all the surrounding windows and to hear the voices of angry men. When there was only darkness and the murmur of leaves displaced by a light breeze, he calmed down for a moment. He was moving to the entrance of the salon, curious as to what his crazy partner was doing inside, when Hank’s menacing tone made him jump. “Freeze! Don’t move, or I will shoot you.” 
Charlie instinctively raised his hands, desperately seeking to convey a message of “Please, don’t shoot,” to the voice behind him. He fought the urge to turn around and face the threat. The overwhelming fear iced the very marrow in his spine.
The voice sounded again, “Put the pry bar down…very slowly.” Charlie couldn’t help himself. As he bent to place the tool on the deck, he pivoted his feet and stood facing Hank. In the dark, neither man had any clue they had met just a few hours before at the picnic. Hank’s blood rush began to ease. He had his man, but wasn’t sure what to do with him. Charlie simply stood in front of the salon door with his hands in the air, unsure of where this was going. 
Charlie sensed movement behind him. Seconds later, Rod reached up and pulled the .38 caliber revolver from Charlie’s belt. In one motion, Rod aimed the pistol around Charlie’s body and began pulling the trigger as fast as his finger could respond to his brain’s command.
Several things all seemed to happen at once. Hank was completely shocked by the gunshots, as the man he was watching had his arms up in the air. It never occurred to him that there was more than one intruder on the boat. His mind froze for just a moment as his eyes adjusted to the bright, muzzle flashes exploding not 15 feet away. 
After a few hundredths of a second, he managed to send the command to his finger to pull the trigger. The Glock pistol in Hank’s grip held 17 rounds of 9mm ammunition, but not for long. Hank’s brain was sending repeated impulses: PULL THAT TRIGGER and KEEP PULLING.  
Rod’s neurons were imitating Hank’s. Rod didn’t intend to use Charlie’s body as a shield. As he attempted to move from behind and get a clear shot at Hank, his feet got tangled up, and he began a downward descent. He reached out and grabbed for something to balance himself, pulling Charlie down with him.
Hank saw both men collapse on the deck and was unsure if he had shot them both or if they were diving for cover. He took two quick steps forward and started firing into the transom. Both Rod and Charlie were struck multiple times. Even if they hadn’t been entangled, there was no avenue of escape. Hank fired 17 shots into the two men, but only five found human flesh. Five was enough, and when the empty pistol finally locked open at battery, both burglars were already dead.
Hank watched the two men lying on the deck for over a minute, waiting for any sign of movement. He felt very weak and realized he hadn’t taken a breath for a long time. He opened his mouth to inhale and a sudden, sharp pain racked his chest. His legs became weak, and he desperately needed to sit down.
The deck and surrounding boats began swimming around wildly, swirling in his vision as he tried to sit. Something warm against his skin compelled him to touch his sternum. When he pulled his hand away, it was covered with a warm, wet liquid. What is this?

Hank tried to hold his blood-drenched hand up closer to his face, curious about what was causing the sensation. His last sight was the wooden planks of the pier rushing toward his face, and then total blackness.

David sprang out of bed first, followed quickly by Wyatt, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Were those gunshots?” both men asked at the same time. David grabbed the AR15 and inserted a magazine, then handed his father the shotgun. 
Morgan and Sage were up by then, the entire family curious what was going on. David held his finger up to his lips and made a “Shhhhhhhh” sound. Sage instinctively switched on one of the overhead lights, and David snapped at her, “No light!” His sister quickly shut it off. 
While motioning his family to stay back, David peeked out between the curtains. The darkness prohibited him from seeing much of anything, but one thing was obvious – there wasn’t anyone close to Boxer, and the back deck was clear. 
Using hand signs, David motioned to his family that he was going to the back deck. He made it clear he didn’t want company. Wyatt was upset, but couldn’t stop his son in time. As Wyatt watched his oldest child reach for the door, a terrible angst flashed though his mind. “David has his whole life ahead of him. Mine is almost over. I should go first.” 
Wyatt lurched, grabbing his son by the shoulder and stopping him. David was stunned by the act, throwing his father a questioning look. Wyatt pointed at his chest and made it clear, “Me, first.”
As Wyatt ventured out onto Boxer’s back deck, he felt silly scanning around with the shotgun pointing wherever he looked. His feelings of inadequacy were highlighted by the realization he hadn’t chambered a round. Wyatt grunted at his mistake. In its current state, it wouldn’t have mattered if a herd of stampeding zombies was boarding the boat - he couldn’t have fired the weapon. He was relieved at hearing the deck creak, a signal that David was right behind him. After checking all around Boxer and discovering no threat, Wyatt whispered back to Morgan that it was clear. 
There wasn’t any way to tell where the gunshots had come from. For a few minutes, Wyatt and David began to question whether they had actually heard anything at all. David mounted Boxer’s bridge to scour the marina. He reported seeing lights coming on in several boats. Evidently, others had heard the same sounds. It wasn’t long before flashlight beams were sweeping all around the slips.

Rose awoke with a start, automatically reaching for the other side of the bed. The sheets were cool and empty, no Charlie. She stretched and rubbed her eyes, calmly believing him to be asleep on the couch. She had to use the ladies’ room anyway, deciding she would weather his ire at being rousted and coax him back to bed. It was the lesser of two evils, as he would complain all day tomorrow about his sore back if she allowed him to spend the night on the sofa.
After relieving herself, she padded into the living room to find an empty couch. Still not overly concerned, she began to search the house for her husband. The kids were fine, sleeping deeply in the odd positions that little ones always seem to work themselves into. She picked up a stuffed bear from the floor, tucking it back under the small arm that would be seeking it later. 
A chill that originated on top of her head traveled down her back, resolving in her toes. Rose had discovered the open garage door. That was very unusual and she wondered where Charlie would have gone. Her mind, still fighting to clear the cobwebs, took a few moments to recall the stolen food and the pistol. No, Charlie, she thought, I hope you didn’t decide to do it again. 

The rest of the night, most of the boaters were denied sleep. The residents of Marinaville checked their respective piers and didn’t identify anything unusual or threatening. It was the following morning before someone noticed Hank’s body, lying in a pool of dark red. Moments after the first grim discovery, the two dead prowlers were discovered.
Everyone seemed to need to congregate at the scene of the crime. Despite the men warning several of the women not to look, they all did, and many turned away in pale shock. There was a natural desire to try and figure out what had happened, but no one was a homicide detective. Amateur sleuths abounded, spouting suggestions born of wisdom garnered from reruns of NCIS and Monk.
It was impossible for anyone to know for sure exactly what happened. Clearly, the two dead strangers were breaking into a boat. The pry bar, broken glass, and physical position of the bodies made that clear. But how had Hank managed to get shot? Who had surprised whom? 
After all the rampant speculation engendered by the throng of would-be crime scene investigators, the crowd slowly started breaking up and going about the daily routine. It was David who recognized one of the dead thieves from the pool party. He reached underneath the body and removed a wallet and located a Lone Star state driver’s license, complete with name and address. 
There was another discussion about what to do with the bodies. The GPS in Wyatt’s car verified that one of the strangers lived close by. It was decided that several of the men would wrap the two burglars in an old sail and return them to the address. They would bury Hank at sea, the same way as the dead girl. As they were gathering bags of landscaping stones, Wyatt couldn’t help but look around and say, “I sure hope we don’t run out of rocks before this is all over.”

Rose was up early, busy getting the kids ready for the day. She jumped slightly at the knock, these days they rarely had visitors anymore. Instinctively, she sensed something was wrong and was somewhat relieved when she peered through the peephole and didn’t see a policeman. She had been expecting either her husband or a deputy there to inform her of Charlie’s arrest.  
The clean-cut young man she could see through the warped view of the peephole was a stranger. Her brief hesitation was chased by thoughts of her missing husband, so she answered the door. 
David had been chosen to knock because he was the youngest and probably the least threatening of the pallbearers. When Rose opened the door, he cleared his throat. “Ma’am, does a Charlie Beckenworth reside here?”
Rose paused, wondering how to respond to the question. As her eyes darted right and left, David understood her reluctance to respond. “Ma’am, there’s been an acci…ummmm…there’s a problem.”
It clicked with Rose immediately. David’s tone of voice and body language said everything. Rose’s gaze became intense, her head shaking as she uttered a chest deep “Nooooooo.” 
Pushing past David and tearing into the front yard, she didn’t seem to notice any of the men standing there. The distraught woman saw the two wrapped bodies lying in the grass and rushed to kneel beside the closest one. 
Wyatt edged next to Rose, not sure if he should let her unwrap the sail or stop her. In the end, it didn’t matter. Rose took only a moment to pull apart enough of the fabric to see it was her husband inside. She looked skyward and screamed, “Charlie! Oh my God, Charlie! No, no, no!” Rose started to fall over, and Wyatt caught her. She was wailing and trying to breathe at the same time. The situation was made worse when the kids, looking for their mother, streamed out the front door, immediately confronted with the ashen face of their father wrapped in the pale, white sailcloth. 
The sight of four unfamiliar men carrying what was obviously two dead bodies through the middle of the subdivision drew the attention of several neighbors. Mrs. Beckenworth’s cries, now almost constant, attracted even more residents. David looked up to see a growing assembly at the edge of the front yard with even more folks drifting down the street, naturally curious about the peculiar affair. 
David tried to get his father’s attention, but Wyatt was busy supporting the distraught widow so that she would not crumble to the ground. David was struck by how unhealthy and unkempt everyone from the neighborhood looked. The crowd was marked by sunken faces framed with oily, stringy hair. David noticed the smell of body odor wafting from the people closest to him. They don’t have water, he thought.
Two of the local women threw David a sour look as they passed by, intent on helping Rose inside. Another lady moved to distract the children. 
One man stepped forward from the crowd and said, “My name’s Roger Wilson. I’m an attorney. What happened?”
Wyatt, distracted by the suffering woman, didn’t even look up before speaking. “These two tried to break into a boat at the marina last night. Hank must have heard them and went to investigate. We found all three men dead this morning.” Wyatt paused and pointed at Charlie’s body. “We had a run in with this gentleman yesterday. He showed up at the marina, demanding food and pulled a pistol on us. We gave him some food, but it must have not been enough. The other guy, I’ve never seen before. We buried our dead neighbor this morning.”
A murmur rumbled through the crowd as two of the men bent down and unwrapped Rod’s body. Several people exchanged glances and then shook their heads indicating they didn’t recognize the man either.
Mr. Wilson digested Wyatt’s story and then spoke in a harsh, pointed voice. “So Charlie was trying to break into a boat and get food? And you guys shot him for trying to feed his family? Was it the owner of the boat that shot these men?”
Wyatt didn’t like the man’s tone, but responded anyway. “No, it was a neighbor who discovered them. He’s dead, too. We really don’t know what happened. The boat they were trying to break into was unoccupied.”
Several of the men eyed each other, hushed comments floating through the crowd. David reached out to take his father’s arm, sensing the disapproval that was building around them. Before he could convey his concern to Wyatt, the lawyer spoke again. “So you shot two men who were trying to scavenge food for their families? I mean, you said the boat was empty.”
Unhappy expressions and outright disdain surged through the surrounding throng of neighbors. A few comments of “That ain’t right,” and “They didn’t deserve to die for that,” circulated among the bystanders. The mood turned even uglier when Rose’s renewed crying sounded from inside the house.
Another man stepped forward and poked Wyatt in the chest with his index finger. “So you just shoot anyone who wanders into the marina? Who appointed you the sheriff?” Several voices expressed agreement with the agitated fellow. 
Wyatt understood what was happening and tried to defend himself. “Look pal, none of us shot anybody. We found this entire mess this morning and only want to return the bodies, so back off.”
Two younger men pushed their way to the front of the crowd. One of them inquired, “So there’s food over there on those boats? Is that what they were after? How much food is over there?”
David had seen enough. He stepped forward and whispered to his father, “We are out of here – right now.” Wyatt agreed and motioned for the other marina residents to follow.
They started moving away when someone yelled out, “He never answered the question! I want to know how much food they have over there. There must be a lot if they are shooting people to protect it.”
The four men from the marina walked quickly down the street, leaving the crowd behind them. As soon as they were clear, one of the boaters spoke up. “You know we probably just delivered a death sentence to that woman and those kids. Yesterday at the pool, that guy said he was after food for his young ones. It took some guts to come back and try for more – he must have been really desperate. How is his wife going to feed those children now?”
David gave the man a questioning look, “What are we supposed to do? I mean, from my perspective we tried to help that guy out yesterday and look what happened – Hank is dead. We can’t feed everyone.” 
The man started to counter David when Wyatt changed the subject. “We have a whole bunch of people who now realize we have food, and they don’t. I think we have a bigger problem than the widow and her children.”
After Wyatt’s assessment, everyone became sullen at the thought. No one said a word until they were back on the marina’s grounds. The four men milled around in a group, unsure of what to do next. 
David spoke up. “I think we better get everyone assembled and discuss defending ourselves. Those folks over there will sit and stew over all this for a while. I don’t think it will be long before a mob ventures this way. Even if only one or two muster up enough guts to sneak in, if they return home with food, all of the others will know. That entire neighborhood will descend on us like locusts and pick the marina clean.” 
The men all agreed to a meeting. The powwow would be held at the head of pier four as soon as possible. As they were breaking up to spread the word of the gathering, thunder sounded in the distance. 
Wyatt turned toward the western sky, the dark, rolling clouds of a front tumbling toward the marina. That rain will be a good thing, he thought. 
A few hours later, after huddling under an overhang by the pool bar to keep dry in the storm, the men of Southland Marina broke off their discussion, having agreed on a plan. The primary issue now facing the group involved workload. While everyone agreed that a sentry was necessary, it was also obvious that the community was barely maintaining a status quo completing the daily activities required for living. Diverting two or three workers to guard the marina would overtax the effort.
The solution was to arm a single sentry throughout the night. A shift schedule was established so that the men of the marina would all lose sleep evenly. If the sentry spotted any trouble, he would activate an air horn, and the cavalry would come running. Just like Paul Revere, the sentry would give warning that Redcoat-looters were approaching.
There was a logistical problem with the plan. The marina’s piers were constructed in an “L” shape. At the moment, there weren’t any vessels in the right place to observe the entire harbor. The strategists decided to tow a larger, unattended sailboat to an empty slip on pier nine. The 20-foot high crow’s nest would provide a great vantage point for the sentry.
The other significant outcome of the meeting was an inventory of weapons. It came as no surprise to David that Boxer was far and above the best-armed vessel in the marina. One of the boaters on pier ten was an avid hunter. Luck would have it that two of his long-range deer rifles were nestled in the trunk of his car. While there were only 20 rounds of ammunition for the sporting guns, they were quality weapons with significant stopping power and excellent range.
Other than his father’s two long guns and the two deer rifles, there was an assortment of pistols, very little ammunition, and not a lot of combat or military experience among the group. 
Wyatt and Morgan sat on Boxer’s bridge, enjoying an inspiring Texas sunset. They couldn’t be sure if the brilliant red and orange hues were due to the last remnants of the fire in Houston or were the result of the front that had passed through that afternoon. One way or the other, they were determined to relax and enjoy the peace and quiet. Wyatt sensed trouble was on the way, and after hearing of the day’s adventures over dinner, Morgan had to agree.  
“Morgan, I don’t believe we’re going to be able to stay here long. I think there’s going to be a host of issues we haven’t even considered. What’s even worse, I don’t think we can go home.”
Morgan looked down at her feet and sighed. She looked at her husband, a hint of fear shining in her eyes. “I know…I’ve been thinking about it since that man came to the pool with a gun. If the government doesn’t get control soon, things are going to get really insane. Where would we go?”
Wyatt stretched out his legs and leaned back. “The only thing I can come up with is to put out to sea. Not deep water mind you, just Galveston Bay. We know some pretty remote little coves where we could hide out for a while.”
Morgan wasn’t sure. “I don’t know about that. Wouldn’t we be sort of marooned? How would we know when to come back?”
Wyatt chuckled, more to relieve stress than from actual humor. “Before all of this happened, we would’ve looked forward to gunkholing for a long weekend. We would’ve been excited about the prospect of peace and quiet. Now, I’m kind of with you. If we leave, can we ever come back? What happens if the boat breaks – I can’t just radio for help anymore.”
There I go again, he thought. I’m unable to make a decision – unable to lead.
The couple sat in silence as the last sliver of sun vanished. There was a light breeze blowing from the south, and the evening seemed perfect. As the warm glow of dusk settled into night, they held hands and thought about the future - many of the considerations only tolerable because they had each other.
 
 



Chapter 7
 
 
March 1, 2017
Kemah Bay, Texas
 
While Morgan and Wyatt shared the sunset, another meeting was taking place in Rose’s side yard. After the boaters had dropped the two bodies at her house, the throng of neighbors mulled about for almost an hour.
If anyone had stepped back and evaluated the events of that afternoon, what transpired would have seemed out of place and surreal. Normally, when a resident suffered the loss of a family member, covered dishes of food, delivered by a parade of neighbors, would have been commonplace. Offers of help and condolences would have accompanied the visitors. 
Rose received only two offers of assistance. The first was to bury her husband. The other gesture of kindness was from a widow who lived down the street and offered to take care of the children – if Rose had something for them to eat.
The debate over the disposition of the bodies had raged in the front yard for some time. All the while, tempers rose and fell as people got worked up and then blew off steam with harsh words and empty threats. As with any group of desperate people, an enemy was soon identified. An enemy was required because they needed someone to blame. The inhabitants of the marina became the focus of their shared frustration and anger. 
It was finally determined to bury both bodies in Rose’s yard, on the windowless side of her house. No one had any idea who Rod was or where he had come from. A few men, unsure of how else to help, had retrieved shovels and spades and began digging. The first gravesite had been in the backyard, close to the children’s swing set. A fast-thinking woman informed the burial detail they were idiots for digging the graves where the kids would see them while playing. The fact that Rose would be reminded of her sudden lack of a husband every time she looked outside was harshly communicated as well.
The men apologized and moved to the side yard and began digging all over again. When the final spade full of dirt was tapped down, the small group of dirty, sweaty men rested, leaning on shovel handles and wiping their brows. 
An older man, absentmindedly picking at a newly formed blister on his hand, commented. “You all know this probably isn’t the last time we are going to do this.”
“You’re probably right,” commented another, “but the next time it will be from hunger or sickness. At least the bodies will be lighter.” The man’s attempt at gallows humor was met by a few chuckles and opened the door to the subject that concerned them all.
He continued, “There is food down at that marina. I never thought old Charlie here was all that bright, but he figured it out. Those guys looked well fed and clean to me. I don’t know about y’all, but by my way of thinking, that food down there belongs to us as much as anybody.”
After the subject had been broached, the small group of gravediggers debated the situation while the sun set behind them. Everyone in the neighborhood was already out of food or running low. Fresh water was a problem, and only one man had any faith that order would be restored soon. His voice of reservation was quickly overridden by those who wanted to raid the marina and scavenge food.
The man with the blisters spoke again. “I don’t think those boat people are going to let us just waltz in there and take what we want. They have a good thing going, and they know it. If we are going to do this, we had better be prepared to fight.”
“I don’t think they’ll do squat as long as we leave their boats alone. If I were them, why would I give a rat’s backside about an empty boat that belongs to someone else?” 
The older gent responded, “Those empty boats are their grocery stores. At least that’s how I would look at it if I were them. They are just as scared and worried as we are. Just like us, they have no idea when the stores will open again. No, boys, I have to believe they will try and stop us. We had better be willing to put up a fight if we are going to do this. I, for one, am hungry, and my wife is already having coughing fits every morning. I’m thinking it’s every man for himself.”
And so it was decided the group would pass the word to meet at the edge of the community in an hour. The more men they could recruit for the raiding party, the better. The concept of strength in numbers wasn’t lost on anyone, and neither was the suggestion that they bring whatever guns were available.

The men of the marina had planned to move the tall sailboat first thing in the morning. The vessel was equipped with a reasonably comfortable crow’s nest, the height providing an excellent observation post for the night watch. Moving the tall vessel proved to be difficult, as the boat wouldn’t start. Towing a large, powerless sailboat in the confined spaces of the piers would take some additional planning. 
Everyone was nervous, speculating what the people from the neighboring community might do. The fact that one of their own had been killed the night before wasn’t lost on any of the boaters. Since there wasn’t a watchtower as of yet, several volunteers offered to patrol Southland throughout the night.
David and Wyatt decided to split their turn at the watch. That way, there would be a male aboard Boxer at all times. Wyatt was still keyed up, like everyone else, and decided to take the first watch along with Mike from pier five. 
Mike was a middle-aged, middle sized, middle management, oil company employee. Since his divorce two years ago, he had lived on his modest cruiser and made the daily commute to Houston. He met Wyatt in the parking lot, carrying an old .32 caliber pistol his brother had given him. He had never fired the weapon and had only five shells. Those rounds had been in the magazine for years. He wasn’t even sure the gun worked. 
Mike and Wyatt were both alert and nervous as they guarded the marina. Wyatt felt silly at first, questioning the need of carrying the shotgun. Now that he was out patrolling the dark marina, he had to admit it felt comforting to have the weapon. The two sentinels slowly moved around the sidewalks and public areas, whispering now and then, but mostly listening to the sounds of the night.

The men gathering for the raiding party were all a little unsettled. Most of them had expected 15 or 20 men to join the dangerous excursion, but only 11 had arrived so far. After deciding to wait another five minutes before heading to the marina, several jokes and negative comments filled the air, most centered on how so-and-so’s wife wouldn’t let him out of the house for the party or the general lack of guts being demonstrated by those who didn’t show. 
While the men milled around, one fellow produced a flask and several shared a nip of the cheap whiskey. More humor followed when one gentleman commented the liquor helped take the edge off of the chill in the night air. Everyone was sweating, and while the sun had gone down, all present had to agree, it was still quite warm outside. 
One man finally raised his shotgun to his shoulder and announced, “I’ve waited long enough. Screw the others, it’s now or never.” As he stomped off toward the marina, the rest of the men all looked at each other for agreement, shrugged their shoulders, and followed.
As the group trekked toward the marina, one man switched on a flashlight. This drew a harsh reaction from some of the others, “What are you trying to do? Warn all the boaters we’re coming?”

Wyatt caught a glimpse of a short-lived beam of light. He nudged Mike, who had been scouring the marina’s landscape in the other direction. “I think we have company on the way. I just saw a flashlight turn on over there.” 
Mike scanned where Wyatt indicated, but couldn’t see anything. He whispered, “What do you think we should do?”
Wyatt kept his gaze in the general direction where he’d seen the light. He motioned Mike to follow, and they scurried behind a parked car. The moon was providing just enough illumination to outline the gang of looters as they rounded the corner of the marina’s property. Wyatt’s heart was racing in his chest, and he could hear a ringing in his ears. The back of his knees felt wet, and he noticed his hands were shaking. Just go away, he thought, just go away, and leave us alone.

There was little doubt in Wyatt’s mind who the men were or what they were after. As the group approached, he heard a rustling of cloth and looked down to see Mike had drawn his pistol. Wyatt shook his head “No,” but didn’t think Mike noticed the signal. He was busy peeking over the trunk of their cover, inspecting the advancing raiders. 
Wyatt waited until the group progressed to within 150 feet of their position and stood up. As he rose up from behind the car, he chambered a round in the shotgun. The noise was unmistakable - the last sound anyone sneaking onto a property with ill intent wants to hear. Everyone froze. 
Wyatt flinched when his own voice projected at a much higher pitch than normal. “Good evening. Could I be of assistance to you gentlemen?”
A nervous voice answered, “We are…uh…we’re on our way to get some food. Do you have a problem with that?”
Wyatt found his resolve, responding in a calmer tone. “Well, friend, that depends on where you plan on finding this food. If you’re just passing through, I have no problem at all. If you’re planning to shop on any of these boats, then we have an issue.”
Wyatt’s remark caused the men he was facing to begin whispering among themselves. Clearly, they hadn’t anticipated meeting any resistance, or if they had mapped out a course of action, it wasn’t something they seemed eager to implement. The longer their discussion went on, the more confident Wyatt felt.
Mike was standing right behind him, and that bothered Wyatt more at the moment than the approaching group of looters. Wyatt knew that their standing adjacent to each other was a poor tactical position, opening them up to more danger. He motioned for Mike to move away just a little, to put some space between them. His co-sentry did move, but not nearly far enough to be fully effective. Wyatt let it go, the man seemingly uncomfortable putting too much distance between them.
After what seemed like a full minute of conversation, another voice rang out from the crowd. “You don’t own all these boats, buddy. We have just as much right to anything on them as you do. We won’t bother any that have people onboard.”  
“How’s that going to work? Wyatt asked. “Ding, dong. Avon calling? You don’t have any way of knowing which boats are empty. People aren’t going to answer their door when they look out and see a bunch of armed strangers standing around.”
“We’ll figure it out,” was the terse response. 
Wyatt had anticipated the tactic. “Now let me ask you something, partner. Let’s say a big group of men strolled over to your neighborhood and started breaking in unoccupied homes. Wouldn’t you and your friends have a problem with that?”
Again there was much whispering and discussion, but of a shorter duration than before. The same voice answered back, more pointed this time. “There’s a difference between a man’s home and a boat. Unless someone lives on his boat, it’s a toy…not a residence. Like I said, we’ll leave any occupied boat alone.”
Wyatt decided to bluff his way through. “We don’t look at it that way. These boats are owned by our friends and neighbors. We all look out for each other because any one of these owners might show up tomorrow. Didn’t you see the fires burning in Houston? These boats may be the only shelter some of our friends have left.”
That rebuttal caused even more hushed conversation. While the shadows of the night limited the view, Wyatt thought for sure one or two of the group walked away. Good, he thought, divide and conquer.  
While the invaders were discussing his logic among themselves, Wyatt turned to Mike and whispered, “If they start to move forward, fire the first shot into the air. That will bring help and serve to warn them. If your pistol doesn’t go off, I’ll do it.” Mike nodded nervously and moved a little closer to Wyatt, only to be shooed away…again.
The same voice rang out once more. “I don’t think you’re willing to kill another man over the slim chance someone might show up and might need their boat.”
Wyatt thought the fellow had a good point there. He was trying to think up some macho, bravado-laced answer when the looter’s voice continued, “Besides, if you don’t let us gather up some food, you’ll be killing people anyway. We’ve all got family that is hungry and starting to get sick. Little kids and old people, too. Someone’s going to die. Do you want all that blood on your hands?”
Mike grunted, “Bull hockey.”
The interloper’s words got to Wyatt. He fully understood what the guy was saying, and his mind started drifting off, wondering how he suddenly was in this position. No one had elected him mayor of Marinaville. He didn’t want the job. His momentary introspection was interrupted by the urgency in Mike’s voice. “Something’s happening. Somebody’s moving over there.”
Wyatt’s head snapped up, and he could see Mike was correct. It looked like three or four of the looters were splitting off. They’re trying to get around us, he thought. What’s the term? They’re trying to flank us. Wyatt turned to Mike and said, “Fire a shot in the air. This is getting out of hand, and we need help.”
Even in the darkness, Wyatt could see the pitiful look on Mike’s face. There was a hesitation for a moment. Wyatt thought the man wasn’t going to do it, but then he pointed the small pistol in the air and pulled the trigger. Click. 
Mike looked helplessly at the gun and then muttered, “Oh, crap.” He racked the slide, sending a round into the chamber and tried again. Boom!
The discharge echoed across the water surrounding the marina and caused both men to jump. Not only were their ears ringing, but the flash from the small handgun’s muzzle left white streaks in their vision. Crap, thought Wyatt, now I am deaf and blind.
Nothing happened for what seemed like several seconds. Wyatt was peeking over the hood of the car, trying to get his vision back so he could check on the gang of looters. Mike was shaking his head, trying to get the ringing out of his ears. 
Evidently, one of the trespassers didn’t understand it was a warning shot and fired back. Wyatt saw the cloud of white light silhouette the shooter and immediately heard the bullet impact the sheet metal he was hiding behind. Everything became a blur after that.
Wyatt popped over the hood of the car, firing and pumping the shotgun. 
Wham!…shszit…Wham!…shszit…Wham! Mike was absolutely frozen by the escalation, having trouble commanding his limbs to move. Finally, the message got through. Without looking over the trunk, he extended his arm and blindly fired two shots in the general direction of the threat. 
The muzzle flash from the shotgun had really screwed up Wyatt’s night vision. The effect of the blood racing through his veins was negligible, given the bells that were ringing in his ears. He kept rising and ducking behind his cover, head pivoting left and right, stretching to see anything in the darkness. He kept expecting a surge of dozens of furious looters, charging at any moment.
Wyatt sensed, more than heard, movement over his shoulder. His first reaction was to spin the scattergun around, sure one of the attackers had gotten behind him. “Coming in! Coming in!” David’s voice yelling registered in his mind before his muzzle was pointed at his son. 
David sprinted, bent at the waist, the assault rifle cradled in his arms. Using the side of the car to break his forward momentum, he took a few deep breaths and then scrutinized the patch of land past the hood of the car. Once, twice, three times he raised his head, each time exposing himself a little longer, scanning back and forth.  
“What are you shooting at?” the United States Army officer asked of his father.

Morgan and Sage were scrambling around Boxer’s cabin, preparing medical supplies. They pulled out the large shipboard medical kit from its storage area. Morgan had always insisted on having a first class inventory onboard. She was verifying the contents while Sage searched for the spare pillowcases to use as bandages. Both women were reacting to the shots, both now doubly concerned after David had charged off the boat to help his father. 
Fear filled Sage’s voice, “Do you think they’re okay, mom? What are we going to do if they’re hurt?”
Morgan rubbed her daughter’s head and reassured, “I’m sure they’ll be fine, sweetie. Nothing we can do about it right now except get ready - just in case. Besides, this is good practice. Your brother’s an army officer; he’ll take good care of your father.”
Sage calmed down a little, but then her eyes got big again. She blurted, “What if those men come on the boat with guns? What are we going to do?”
The mother inside of Morgan wanted to console her frightened child, but the nurse took over. “Sage, stop that. Calm yourself, and help me find the tape. If someone is wounded, we are going to need bandages and lots of tape. Look in that drawer over there.” As soon as her daughter turned her back, Morgan went to the galley silverware drawer and pulled out the biggest knife she could find. She held it for a moment and then strategically placed it on the counter – just in case.

Every light on every occupied boat in the marina was on. David could hear snips of conversation as anxious, frightened neighbors asked what was going on. With the background lighting now illuminating the marina, David made out three more men reluctantly moving to reinforce Marinaville’s guard. He finally got their attention, waving them to a nearby pickup truck, so everyone wouldn’t be bunched up in the same place.
The next ten minutes were tense, but after a few scrambles toward the looter’s last known location, it became clear that all of the invaders had retreated. A flashlight beam located a spent cartridge, evidence of the shot fired at Wyatt.
Mike was shaking so badly he couldn’t light his own cigarette, and Wyatt wasn’t much better. Both men shuffled around, initially burning off the adrenaline rush. Before long, they had to keep moving in order to cope with the crash. Incomplete, rushed sentences poured out of their mouths while nervous feet paced pointlessly from one spot to another.  
David organized the relief watchmen and then convinced his father to return to Boxer. On the way, they attempted to put everyone as ease. Responding to anxious questions, the answers all started sounding the same. “We’re all okay,” or “Everyone is safe, get some sleep,” and a lot of “No one was hurt,” was spread around Marinaville. Despite their reassurances, Wyatt didn’t think anyone would get much rest that night. 
David called out when his father and he reached the stern of Boxer. “Mom, we’re coming aboard…everything’s fine.” Morgan exhaled with relief, Sage immediately moving to open the sliding glass door. Wyatt was pale, immediately taking a seat while giving Morgan a look of “You wouldn’t believe what I just went through.” 
“Do you want a cup of coffee, Wyatt?” she asked. 
Wyatt nodded his head, but then confessed, “What I want is a stiff belt of bourbon, but coffee will do. Thanks.” 
Sage longed for details, but her brother waved her off, mouthing, “Later.” The warm light of the cabin, combined with the company of his family, finally helped Wyatt relax a bit. 
By the time Morgan positioned the steaming cup of instant java in front of him, Wyatt’s hands had almost stopped trembling. He managed to take a sip without spilling any of the hot liquid – a major accomplishment. All of a sudden, he felt the need to talk and started recounting the night’s events. He couldn’t stop himself; the story just began pouring out of him. 
When he finished, Morgan’s reaction surprised him. “Those poor people,” she said, “Can you imagine how desperate they must be to have tried that?”
Sage jumped right in, vocalizing what Wyatt and David were thinking. “Those poor people? Mom, what are you saying? Dad and David almost got killed, and you’re worried about ‘those poor people’?”
Morgan shook her head, indicating everyone misunderstood. “They’re people just like us, Sage. If we weren’t so lucky, if we didn’t have this boat, your brother and father might have been on the other side. Being desperate doesn’t make them evil. Your father did the right thing. I’m just upset it came to that.”
Everyone was silent for a moment, digesting Morgan’s words. David was the first to speak, “You’re right mom, being desperate doesn’t make people evil, but it does make them dangerous.”
Wyatt eyed his son. “Yes, and I’ve got a feeling it’s going to get a whole lot more dangerous around here from now on.”
Morgan started to add something else, but Wyatt caught her eye. She followed his gaze to the kitchen, where the large blade was sitting out on the counter. Quietly, almost under his breath, he reiterated, “Desperation does funny things to people – doesn’t it?”
 

The morning after the shootout, an impromptu gathering began forming in the parking lot, most of the boaters exhausted from a lack of sleep. Clearly not an organized event, the attendees consisted of the same core of Marinaville’s citizens, but this time small clusters of roving socialites joined in. Most of the residents showed up with the limited firearms available to them, many glancing at the rooflines of the neighboring subdivision as if massed hordes of barbarians were preparing to invade.  
Boxer’s occupants were some of the last to join the “festivities,” and when Wyatt mounted the ramp leading to the parking lot, a hush fell over the crowd. Conscious of the abrupt silence, Wyatt glanced around and inquired, “What? Did I say something wrong?”
The joke was flat, but managed to break the ice somewhat. One of Morgan’s friends, a kind soul named Marion, owned the vessel Tilley’s Girl with her husband Jim. Showing her typical grace, the woman approached, first touching Morgan’s shoulder while addressing Wyatt. “Are you guys doing okay?”
“We’re fine, thank you for asking.” Wyatt replied. 
Everyone continued to stare, as if waiting for guidance. Marion continued, “Wyatt, what are we going to do? Jim and I couldn’t get back to sleep last night…I don’t think anyone did. What are we going to do, Wyatt?”
The first thought that went through Wyatt’s mind was “Who elected me boss?” These people didn’t realize his previous leadership had cost a lot of people their jobs. He threw a helpless expression at Morgan who reassured him with a smile. David seemed to sense his father’s hesitation, moving closer to his father’s side.
“I don’t know what going to happen folks.” Wyatt said at a slightly raised volume. “I’m as surprised as anyone how quickly this has gotten out of hand.”
Everyone began talking at once, many of the responses aimed at Wyatt. He let it go for almost two minutes, politely nodding here and there; responding only when someone’s tone of voice made it clear the speaker wanted his attention. It was all too much for his sleep-deprived brain, causing him to become frustrated. He held up his hands and shouted, “Please…please…one at a time…please!”
An uncomfortable hush fell over the group. Wyatt waited a moment and said, “Why don’t we go in order of pier number, and everyone can speak their piece?”
There then ensued some confusion over where to start. Boxer was on pier two, so it was decided to start there. Great, thought Wyatt, just great.
“My instinct is to run away.” Wyatt’s blunt opening raising more than one eyebrow. “I’m not sure how to do that, but honestly that’s what I’m feeling this morning. We are maintaining a reasonable existence here, but it won’t last. Eventually, our food and fuel is going to run out, and we will end up like those people over there.” Wyatt’s arm swept in a semi-circle, indicating the neighborhoods surrounding three sides of the marina.
He continued, “I don’t see any way we can defend ourselves. There just aren’t enough of us to maintain a vigilant watch and keep up with the work required around here. Those men last night were chased off with a few shots. The next time it will take more than that. The next time, they might decide to shoot first. It’s only logical to assume that as time goes on, they and others like them, will become more desperate…more willing to take risks…more aggressive.”
Wyatt surveyed the faces in the crowd, realizing they were hanging on his every word. Most of the expressions conveyed agreement with Wyatt’s position, one man even flashing a thumbs-up sign of endorsement. Despite the strong opening, Wyatt was out of gas. Uncertain of what to say next, he decided to go with his gut. Now comes the bad part, he thought.
“I don’t have the answer. I wish I did, but right now, I’m just as concerned as all of you. Last night, all I wanted to do was fire up Boxer’s engines, untie the ropes, and head out of here. The problem with that course of action is we don’t have anywhere to go. Every marina around here is going to have the same problem – maybe worse. We can’t all just untie and go float around Galveston Bay for the rest of our lives.” He hesitated, the brain fog now consuming him. “That’s about all I’ve got to say.”
Several conversations broke out at once. Wyatt listened to the hum of the crowd, noticing the little excerpts that made it through here and there, things like “He’s right,” and “What are we going to do?”
Slowly the gathering quieted down, and folks began taking turns holding the floor. Many passed without speaking, indicating their feelings had already been voiced. Most wanted it known that they were willing to do whatever was needed. Practically everyone wanted to stay together as a group. 
When the last person finished speaking, Wyatt sought the closure they all so desperately needed. “Does anyone have anything else to add?” He was surprised when David took a step forward.
“I’m not a boat owner here, and I know most of you still think of me as a kid. I’ve studied at the army’s war college, and I have one thing I want to add – something I think all of us need to consider. My father is absolutely correct – we cannot defend this marina. There isn’t enough manpower or firepower to do so. Whatever all of you decide, you need to keep that fact in mind. There’s absolutely no way we can hold this ground.”
The reaction to David’s statement ranged from agreement to fear. Wyatt had mixed feelings himself, proud that his son had stepped forward to contribute, and yet unhappy with the timing of his delivery. Wyatt again raised his arm, asking for the floor.
“Folks, none of us have had much shut-eye. I suggest we reconvene this meeting later this evening, one hour before sunset. I suggest everyone try and get some rest and think about how we can fix this problem. All ideas will be considered, and everyone will get to speak.”
The group had been milling around, discussing options for over an hour. The initial excitement was now wearing off, everyone becoming weary of the topic. All quickly agreed with Wyatt’s recommendation and then began to disperse.
As Wyatt’s family headed back to Boxer, it was Sage who sparked an idea. “What we need is our own deserted island.” Her statement caused Wyatt to stop mid-stride and stare at her for a moment. “That’s not a bad idea, Sage. Not bad at all.”
 
Washington, D.C.
March 1, 2017
 
Reed peered out the window again, unsure of what else to do. Parting the drawn blinds ever so slightly, he scrutinized what could only be described as the surreal remains of chaos. The scene outside the window could’ve been Beirut in 1983 or London during the blitz. The once-pristine Georgetown avenue was littered with the debris of conflict, the scraps of war. The Texas congressman sighed, unable to reconcile the waste, and disappointed that nothing had changed. 
Everything was still there, exactly the same as the last time he had checked. There sat the burned out postal truck, the police car with the broken windows, and the piles of shattered glass from the corner dry cleaners. Nothing had changed. The bullet holes in the police car looked as though they had rusted a little more, but perhaps that was a trick of light. The carcass of the policeman’s German shepherd looked a little more deflated. Just the sight of the dead animal made his nose crinkle with imagined stench.
The thought of odor prompted him to smell his own armpits, and the results weren’t daisy fresh. If it rained one more time, he might have enough water for a sponge bath. Reed sighed at the thought. That would probably be the biggest decision of his day – bathe…or save the water to drink.
At least the burning and looting had stopped. Several times during those first few nights, he’d seriously questioned the chances of his survival. Hiding in the apartment, he’d observed mobs of angry people parading up and down the street. Some carried homemade torches, others toted armloads of bricks and stones – all of them boiling mad, a lust for violence in their eyes. The rioters set about destroying anything they couldn’t eat. Before the power failed, the D.C. police had made a valiant attempt to maintain order, but they were vastly outnumbered. 
The first night, scattered news reports flashed video, featuring lines of officers with riot shields and helmets. Initially, Reed believed the trouble to be just another series of protests that had somehow gotten out of hand. The first hint that something more serious was underway came when the scope of the unrest was reported. Reed had watched with despair as one station used a city map plastered with red lightning bolts, each small icon indicating a problem area. It wasn’t long before the map was completely covered. 
Washington’s local news stations began airing footage of tear gas canisters arching into the throngs of citizens. Before long, those attempts to disperse the crowds were answered with waves of rocks, bottles, and eventually gunfire. Once the bullets started flying, any hope of containment was lost. The nation’s capital became a full-fledged battlefield. 
Glued to Brenda’s television, Reed’s initial perspective of the entire affair was limited. Watching the clash unfold on the small screen was more akin to attending a Hollywood disaster movie than a real life catastrophe. It just didn’t seem real. The local stations dispatched reporters all over the city, zipping around in logoed vans mounted with satellite dishes. The footage flooded in, crews rushing from one hot spot to another while transmitting their signals back to the parent station. 
Initially, there seemed to be a competition for who could report the most atrocious story – or uncover the most horrific images designed to shock the viewers at home and increase ratings. As Reed viewed the broadcasts, he realized the media was feeding the frenzy – throwing fuel on the fire. At first, Reed screamed back at the yellow journalists, demanding the editors and producers realize they were making things worse. After a while, he sat back quiet and helpless, observing the entire city spiral into the deep abyss of anarchy.  
In previous political disturbances, the press had been a neutral bystander. During the civil rights protests, Vietnam War demonstrations, and harsh labor disputes, reporters operated with impunity. In those days, people, no matter how motivated, angry or partisan, respected the press.
This time, it was different. Government, police, press, and even private citizens were caught flatfooted by how quickly things escalated - the population rapidly moving from rage to desperation, the final destination being a place where there was a complete disregard for rule of law. 
Like a dome of magma exerting pressure on a mountaintop, the frustration, anger, and general discontent had been building for years; an eruption was inevitable. It wasn’t the lack of electricity or the government’s announcement that initiated the final release. Those events were merely the catalysts, only serving to unleash an already existing, pent up flood of rage.  
The outburst wasn’t isolated to any one segment of the population or specific silo of society. Affluence didn’t make any difference; age wasn’t a factor, and race played no role. It didn’t matter if the discord was due to a threatened foreclosure, the price of milk, a scheduled IRS audit, or frustration with government regulations. The root cause might have been the recent loss of employment, a deep-seeded fear of global warming, or the ban on assault weapons. Government infringement was as much a contributor as government inaction. Those who believed in the redistribution for equality were just as motivated as those who despised redistribution of wealth. Progressive left and conservative right both joined the rampage, equally contributing to a caldera of violence.    
The reporters were unprepared for both the intensity and longevity of the collective fury. As society fell off the cliff, many of them lost their lives in the ensuing turmoil. In the hours leading up to the final power outage, fewer and fewer live reports were transmitted. One of the last involved a female reporter broadcasting live in front of the Channel 31 news van. Four men casually approached, nonchalantly watching as one guy opened the van’s door while another pulled a pistol and fired inside. In the ensuing chaos, the cameraman was knocked down, but his camera kept filming. The last sideways images were of the attractive newswoman being dragged off, desperately kicking and pleading for her life. The picture went dark shortly afterwards, her screams echoing through the television’s speaker.  
Reed rubbed his temples, trying to ease the memories of those first few nights. Stumbling back to the kitchenette, he reached for the pantry door, subconsciously rummaging for something to eat. He stopped himself, realizing it was just as barren as the last time he’d checked. He had consumed the last packet of instant oatmeal - two days ago? Or was it three? His stomach chimed in with a vote for three days without food. I wonder if having a conversation with your stomach is a sign of starvation, he thought.
Representative Wallace began questioning the election and his motivation of revenge. Was his current predicament some sort of karma? A punishment from God? 
The members of his household should be safe back in Dallas, or at least that’s what he hoped. Thinking of his family, Reed’s throat began to tighten, and his eyes became moist. The constant conjecture about the safety of his loved ones was torture. His last cell phone call had been to his wife and children. They were heading to her parents’ home in rural Texas. What he wouldn’t give right now to be there with them, or at least know they were secure.
An unusual noise outside prevented a deeper dive into the pool of despair. It was a grinding sound that he hadn’t heard in days – a car engine. Reed sprinted to the window and peeked around the blinds. Yes, there was an SUV and a car outside. He rushed to the other side of the window for a different vantage, still too frightened to peel back the vertical slats. There was a military Humvee as well. Four soldiers with black rifles piled out of the Humvee, quickly followed by some serious-looking gentlemen exiting the cars. The civilians were all very clean cut, with short hair and pressed shirts. As one man moved to shut his door, Reed noticed he was wearing a handgun under his coat. One of the men was holding a piece of paper in his hand, looking at the street addresses and then referring back to the paper. Reed almost jumped for joy when the fellow pointed at his building. The soldiers immediately double-timed in the direction indicated, and in a few minutes, a knock sounded at the door. 
The congressman ventured to the threshold and answered, “Who is it?” 
“We are looking for Congressman Reed Wallace. This is Lieutenant Thornton, Virginia National Guard.”
Reed opened the door, smiling at the soldiers. “You’ve found him, Lieutenant, and none too soon, I might add.” Ten minutes later, Reed was being hustled to Fort Meade, the capital policemen not seeming to notice his slight body odor. 
The United States House of Representatives was going to convene and conduct official business of state. The new capital of the United States of America was temporarily going to be the Maryland army base, a facility named after the Union general who defeated Robert E. Lee at Gettysburg – George Gordon Meade.
Reed wondered what his colleagues from south of the Mason-Dixon line would think of that. 
 
Southland Marina
Kemah Bay, Texas
 
Morgan knew Wyatt hadn’t slept well. She didn’t need her intuition or the intimate knowledge that comes with over 20 years of marriage to reach such a conclusion. The fact that he had either thrashed about wildly or remained perfectly still throughout the night was proof enough. 
She didn’t bother asking him about it. The last few years of struggle had worn out what little complainer existed inside of the man. She decided the best cure was to spoil her husband just a wee bit, so she went about making a cup of coffee and his favorite breakfast sandwich. She did manage to slide in a few comments about the importance of a good night’s sleep while she flipped the fried eggs. 
While Morgan was busy fussing over his lack of rest, Wyatt climbed to the bridge and retrieved a set of Texas coastal charts. After thanking his beloved, he got comfortable and began pouring over the waterway maps while consuming the excellent meal.
He startled Morgan when he suddenly jammed his finger onto the map and declared, “That’s it! That’s it, right there!” 
Morgan peeked at the chart over his shoulder, slowly pronouncing the words, “Matagorda Island.”
The rest of the afternoon was spent scouring guidebooks that covered the Texas coast and finding out if any of the neighboring boaters had recently visited the island. Wyatt had formed the foundation of a plan when he realized it was almost time for the meeting. He really didn’t want to attend, thinking it more important that he continue and finish his work. 
By the time the assembly was convening, Wyatt had done as much research as possible. Two other boaters had visited the isle, and confirmed the information in the guidebooks. The original agenda of the gathering had been for everyone to take turns presenting solutions or strategies. Excited by Wyatt’s idea, one of the captains immediately superseded the proceedings.  
“Wyatt has a plan, and I think it’s a good one. I suggest we hear him out first and then go around and see what everyone thinks.”
The reaction from the gathered boaters left a surprised Wyatt with no alternative.
A wave of doubt swept Wyatt’s mind. He hadn’t expected to be leading the ordeal. He was just trying to do his part, secretly hoping someone else had a better plan. Being in the spotlight suddenly became uncomfortable. Didn’t these people know his ideas didn’t typically work out?

Wyatt pushed down his welling insecurity, taking a moment to organize his thoughts. “Let me start off by repeating what I said this morning - I don’t think we can stay here. I would like to…I really want to, but I think David’s right. So if we can’t stay, where would we go?” Wyatt scanned the assemblage, verifying he had everyone’s attention.
“I’ve thought about Galveston, floating around the bay, heading out to the gulf – I’ve thought about a lot of different destinations. All of them have deal-breaking issues. The city of Galveston is probably just as bad off as our neighbors – maybe worse. Floating around the bay isn’t going to work. The first storm that came along would scatter us all around, and we will need land-based resources at some point in time.”
One of the men at the back of the crowd interrupted Wyatt by yelling out, “Wyatt, did you buy a Caribbean Island and not tell anybody?” Everyone laughed, and Wyatt felt a sense of relief. At least they’re not taking me too seriously, he thought. 
Waiting until things settled down, Wyatt’s response surprised many of the listeners. “Well, not exactly, but I do know where there’s something almost as good.”
Now he had their attention. “You’ve all heard of Matagorda Bay, and the town of Matagorda, but has anyone other than John or Ross been to Matagorda Island?” 
Several people started commenting all at once. Wyatt heard people say things like, “I’ve cruised by there on the way to Corpus,” and “We used to fish around there when I was a kid.” One man stated his father had been stationed at the old airfield after WWII.
Wyatt held up his hands, again requesting quiet. “The island is a little over 38 miles long and for the most part over a mile wide. There are no permanent residents other than a few million birds and some deer. The only way to get out there is via boat. There aren’t any roads. There is a small marina with a few docks and bulkheads called ‘Army Hole.’”
Wyatt gauged the group, observing several heads nodding in agreement. Others were hanging on his next words. “I think we can form up a flotilla and head down there. We can fish and hunt on the island and even plant some crops if it looks like society isn’t going to recover quickly.”
More people were grasping the concept, but the vast majority remained silent, trying to absorb the idea and anticipate the ramifications of the plan. Wyatt expected some people to immediately declare him a lunatic and lobby against the idea, but no one did. There were, however, some questions.
“Wyatt, what if those park rangers don’t want us occupying their territory?” someone asked. 
Before Wyatt could answer, another woman asked, “What if some other group has beaten us to it? What if we go all that way, and the place is already full of unwelcoming people?”
Wyatt held up his hands, “I know it’s not a perfect plan, folks. There are a lot of things that could go wrong. But when I compare this strategy to the certain danger of staying here, I think it’s the better option. We’ve got some people here who are really experienced seamen. We have all kinds of vessels at our disposal, including jet-skis, motorized launches, and dinghies. The small harbor at the park’s marina is sheltered. We’ve got Matagorda Bay for fishing. I think it’s at least worth thinking through.”
Morgan had brought the charts showing the island and surrounding waters. As Wyatt spoke, the oversized maps circulated through the crowd. One of the boaters noted, “I see inland lakes depicted here on the island. Does anyone know if those are freshwater?”
As the meeting progressed, more and more of the crowd engaged with the idea. Questions and concerns were raised by several people. As the sun began to set, Wyatt was pleased that so far no one had raised any issue that was insurmountable. As the light dimmed, everyone’s attention reverted to protecting the marina and appointed the security patrol for the night. 
The gathering dispersed, with the determination that everyone was going to consider the plan and talk it over. Several people approached Wyatt, shaking his hand and patting him on the back. Morgan noted that he was becoming the de facto leader of the group, and that concerned her. Once, he had been the sort of man who would accept that role and take it seriously. She had hoped their new, simplified lifestyle would reduce his stress and allow some time to heal after all they had been through, but that was clearly not going to be the case. 
As Morgan meandered back to Boxer, the thought occurred to her that in reality, she couldn’t think of anyone else she would prefer to be leading the group. Perhaps this new responsibility would be a better therapy than idleness and relaxation. Maybe some of his old self-confidence and swagger would return.

The poolside at Southland Marina was converted from a place of recreation and tanning to command central of a sizeable naval campaign. Over a dozen boaters arrived with charts, guidebooks, portable GPS units, and pads of paper.
While the route was important, it was the formation of the boats that received the most attention. Since the flotilla would include vessels of different sizes, speeds and rough water capabilities, the planning wasn’t simple.
The first task was to determine the emergency mooring points. Even in the year 2017, pleasure boats weren’t all that reliable. Propellers hit obstacles or ran aground in uncharted shallows. Engines overheated or failed. Fuel lines became clogged. There wasn’t any capability to call a wrecker or a towboat, if equipment failed. Deep water anchoring was beyond the capability of the average recreational boat as well. A common requirement for “setting the hook,” was ten times the amount of anchor rope as the depth of the water. The fleet would be voyaging through areas where the depth was 50 feet or more, and no one carried 500 feet of line. This meant that a damaged boat would need a safe, protected shallow-water mooring, and a harbor with those specs must be reasonably close by. Areas that met these requirements were identified and noted on the charts.
The next order of business was security. The fleet would be traversing through several different areas where the shoreline was close. All of the captains attending the meeting shared a common concern over being big floating targets in these narrow passages. People might just be desperate and crazy enough to shoot at them. Pirates and waterborne assaults were another potential threat. No one believed Marinaville had the only functioning boats in the region. It was well publicized that there were over 25,000 pleasure craft in the Houston and Galveston area alone. Were there people out there using boats for dubious purposes?
It was finally determined that the flotilla would use tactics similar to the configuration of a military fleet. The nimble, faster craft would form an outer ring and scout ahead. The medium-sized vessels would be a second ring of defense, with the larger, slower boats in the middle. Their fleet would travel south using the same formation as a US Navy Carrier Battle Group, steaming with its aircraft carrier in the middle and several rings of defense around it. This formation would work well except for just a few areas on the route. There were two narrow passages that would require everyone to motor through in single file.
The final stage of the meeting was devoted to determining which boats would be used on the trip. While each man knew his own vessel better than any other, some of the boats didn’t make any sense to take along. This was the most emotional part of the planning, as no captain wanted to leave his vessel behind, surely to be looted by the surrounding neighborhoods. On the other hand, a boat without a working generator was a liability. Water making capacity, food storage capability, and fuel consumption were all valid selection criteria.
Some boaters fought an internal struggle fostered by ethics and morals. None of the captains wanted to take someone else’s boat. It just didn’t seem right, regardless of the circumstances. The inventory of suitable vessels was finally agreed upon. Charts were noted and diagrams of the fleet’s formation were drawn.
It was getting dark, and everyone was exhausted. The final decision of the day was to call it quits until the morning when Marinaville’s citizenry would reconvene, and a vote would be taken at first light. If the plan were approved, the rest of the morning would be devoted to reviewing the details so that every single person on the trip would be fluent with the plan. A target departure date was set for three days out at sunrise.
 



Chapter 8
 
March 4th, 2017
The eastern horizon was just beginning to glow with a new sun when the first boat fired up its engine, disturbing the pre-dawn calm with the rumbling of its powerful motor. While the vessels of Marinaville had promoted an almost constant humming of generators, these trifling, sound-shielded motors were nothing compared to the roar of twin 600 horsepower diesels reverberating across the landscape. That first yacht was soon joined by dozens of internal combustion engines as their chorus shattered the calm.
All over the marina, radar antenna began to spin, radios hissed to life, and GPS plotters booted. Crews scrambled, performing last-minute system checks, preparing for the long voyage ahead. They would travel half the distance to Army Hole today, spend the night at anchor, and hopefully arrive tomorrow around noon. That was the plan anyway.
Wyatt hesitated on Boxer’s bridge, observing as Sage started untying the inch-thick lines that secured the heavy vessel to the wooden finger piers. The radio crackled to life on the preselected channel as the captains began to report in. Every boat was assigned a number - Boxer was number 11. As each vessel pulled out from its respective pier, the captain would announce the boat number and the single word status, “Departing.”
The fleet’s waverunners were first. Two of these fast, maneuverable craft would act as the scouts and escorts for the main body of vessels. Each carried two men onboard, the driver and a passenger armed with a rifle and a handheld radio. The waters along the central Texas coast were still chilly this time of year, so all of the riders donned neoprene diving suits, adorned with life vests in case the worst occurred. Initially, Wyatt had disagreed with arming the escorts. The miniature hulls were unstable, and it seemed ridiculous to think anyone could aim a rifle while bobbing around on the water. He had eventually been won over by the logic that “looking ready for trouble” might avoid an actual confrontation. Someone quoted the famous old Roman idiom, “If you want peace – prepare for war.” 
After the waverunners reported the channel to the lake was clear, the next set of boats began their parade down the passageway. These were the smaller cabin cruisers and sport boats. Ranging between 30 and 36 feet in length, each was a small floating apartment, capable of accommodating up to four people in reasonable comfort. 
The third set of vessels to depart was the sailboats. This group had caused the most controversy during the planning for several reasons. The charts indicated the waters around Army Hole were shallow, and sailboats typically drew the most water because of a deep keel under the boat. They also were the best equipped for self-sufficient living. The average sailing vessel had more food storage, water making and renewable power generation onboard than the equivalent size motorboat. Many people bought sailboats with visions of extended trips to distant islands where land-based replenishment wasn’t an option. Their equipment might prove invaluable.
Fortunately, Marinaville was home to a few large catamarans, which afforded a reasonable compromise. Well-equipped for independent voyaging without drawing as much water, the three, immense, multi-hulled “cats” motored out of Southland next.
The final group to unite and leave its mooring was the larger motorboats. Boxer fell into this category of 45 to 60-foot diesel powered cruisers. While large and comfortable, these vessels sucked fuel at alarming rates while underway. Yachts are like automobiles and pizza, Wyatt thought. Everything’s a compromise.
At Wyatt’s signal, Sage loosened the last mooring line and hopped aboard Boxer. Morgan climbed the ladder to sit on the bridge with her husband while Wyatt’s deft touch on the throttles spun the heavy craft out of its slip and into the fairway.
The tension in the air was thick as the captains checked in on the radio, but there was also a sense of freedom and adventure in everyone’s voices. Morgan loved cruising in the boat. It was a completely different feeling than driving or flying in an aircraft. 
The sun cleared the horizon as the last of Marinaville’s vessels cleared the harbor, an unusual, eerily quiet settling over the remaining, unoccupied boats. 
The route to Army Hole began with a three-mile jaunt down an inland waterway known as Clearlake. Wyatt had once been told by an old sailor that Clearlake was neither clear, nor a lake. The shallow, brackish body of water was directly connected to Galveston Bay and could boast one of the largest concentrations of pleasure craft in the world. On any normal weekend day, hundreds of vessels in all shapes and sizes plied the lake, most on their way to or from the bay. 
This morning, the waterway was empty with the exception of the 27 boats departing Southland Marina. As Wyatt increased Boxer’s engine speed to keep his place in line, he couldn’t help but notice pillars of smoke rising from several different locations close to the lake. While the dome of smoke over Houston to the north was no longer visible, the sight of the smaller fires reminded everyone that this wasn’t a vacation cruise. The single file of boats formed a straight line almost a mile long. As Boxer made it to the middle of the lake, the waverunners leading the column were entering Clearlake Channel, a narrow, twisting path leading to the wide-open spaces of the bay. 
The channel resembled a medium-size river lined with homes, businesses, and even a theme park. A little less than a mile long, the waterway was home to the most densely populated portion of the lake. David was riding shotgun on the lead waverunner, and Wyatt jumped a little when his static-laden voice crackled over the radio. “We see people along the edge of the channel. Can’t see what they’re up to just yet, but there are small fires burning along the northern bank.”
Less than a minute went by before David reported again, “I think there are lots of people camping along the channel. I see tents, a couple of RVs and even two guys fishing. No problem so far.”

Todd was designated as the driver of David’s patrol craft, the thirteen-year-old controlling the small jet-powered boat as if he had been born on the thing. David had seen the teenager around the pier now and then, but didn’t really know him all that well. The kid’s father swore Todd was an ace with the craft, adding the family would be much wealthier if it weren’t for Todd eating up gasoline, running around the lake every weekend. 
When they first detected people along the bank of the channel, David nudged Todd to move on ahead of the fleet. The slight, two-man craft had quickly accelerated away from the first boat in line, blasting past the shoreline at almost 50 miles per hour. When they had approached within 100 yards of the first group of people, Todd slowed to a stop, floating in the gentle current of the channel. 
An audience began to gather onshore, gawking at the approaching line of boats coming down the lake. To David’s eye, many of them acted like they never seen a boat before. The few children in the group were pointing; most of the adults stood and blankly stared. In reality, the channel hadn’t seen much action of late. 
David surveyed the campsite, noticing an odd collection of items. Several 50-gallon drums served as fire pits, while other spots of smoldering ashes dotted the ground all around the area. Much of the ridge was bare earth, the once thick carpet of green grass worn away. The men were unshaven, and all the spectators appeared tired and unkempt. As the outgoing tide slowly pulled them closer, David counted more than 20 people congregating on the water's edge, all of them now staring at Todd and him.
They looked more like refugees of some third world nation than citizens of the USA. Dark eyes, sunken cheeks, and lazy gaits painted a picture of little nourishment, minimal esteem, and less hope. Their camp enhanced the image – cardboard lean-tos braced with scrap lumber were mixed with two old campers and three faded tents. Tools, fishing poles and other items were scattered throughout the area.       
One of the children waved, and both of the guys on the jet boat returned the gesture. None of the adults made any motion, friend or foe. A few moments later, they had drifted within shouting distance of the shore. One of the men yelled out. “Hey, do you guys have any antibiotics? We’ve got some pretty sick people here and zero medical supplies.”
David, remembering the incident by the pool, decided to play it out. He yelled back, “I don’t know. Let me check,” and then raised his small portable radio to his ear. “These people along the shore want to know if we have any antibiotics or medical supplies. They have sick among them.”
No one answered the radio call, and David hadn’t really expected a response. After a reasonable pause, he lifted the device to his ear and pretended to be listening to an answer. Looking back to the shore, he carefully chose his answer. “No one in our group has anything. As a matter of fact, I was going to ask you folks the same thing. We’re low on just about everything.”
One of the other men laughed and then replied, “We’ve got plenty of fish, but that’s about it.”
The first boat in line had caught up by now, quietly gliding past on the smooth water. The people onshore could now clearly count the number of vessels on the move. David had to admit, it was probably a weird sight. Even during normal times, this many boats out so early would’ve been a little unusual. 
About half the fleet had passed when David detected movement a little further down the channel. A man, obviously not part of the group he had been addressing, appeared on shore. The fellow began shouting something to one of the passing boats, his body language displaying agitation. David pointed out the new arrival, and Todd throttled up the jet-ski, accelerating the water bike in the stranger’s direction. 
David couldn’t make out what the gentleman was saying, but the look in his eye was clear. The guy was wearing shorts and a dirty white shirt, torn and sporadically stained with sweat, blood, and clay. His crazed expression and body motions defied explanation. It was almost as if the guy was trapped on an anthill, jerking his arms one minute, performing a bad dance step the next. 
Without warning, the man screamed, “Take me with you! God have mercy – take me!” The stranger then dove into the frigid water, swimming directly at the nearest boat.
“Block him,” shouted David, and Todd steered to do just that. All of the boats from Marinaville were propeller driven, many of them spinning blades large enough to suck a swimmer underneath the passing vessel. The propulsion units would then become meat cleavers. 
David’s waverunner intercepted the swimmer about 20 feet from shore, acting like a football player blocking for a halfback. The demented fellow splashed around for a bit, and David realized he was becoming fatigued. Having nothing else handy to give the struggling man, David stuck out his foot for the guy to grab and hold. 
Initially, the desperate swimmer gripped David’s ankle and held on for a few moments, gasping for air. He then proceeded to climb up David’s leg, looking more crazed than ever. Not only did David have to adjust his balance to remain seated, the guy’s weight started to tip the waverunner over. Again, having no other option, David shoved the barrel of the AR15 in the guy’s face – right on the bridge of his nose. “That’s enough!”
Something about the sharp pain of the barrel’s flash suppressor made it through to the swimmer’s brain, and he curtailed his ascent, panting for breath and just hanging on. “Take us in close to shore,” David told Todd.
Slowly the water bike moved closer to the embankment. When the trio reached shallow water, David pressed down hard on the weapon until the fellow let loose. “Now go,” he instructed.
As the jet boat idled off, David glanced over his shoulder and watched as the man just stood there in waist-high water, seemingly content with watching the rest of the fleet pass by. With David’s urging, Todd increased their speed in order to move to the front of the formation again. They were almost back on point when the radio crackled. “Someone had better get up here, this looks like trouble.”
David nudged the driver and instructed, “Go…hurry to the front.” 
As they rounded a sharp bend in the channel, the issue became clear. The narrow passageway was blocked by a rather large sports fisherman that seemed to be abandoned. The 60-foot-plus vessel must have come untied and drifted to its resting place, bow wedged into the bank and blocking the deepest part of the channel. There was no way to pass around the boat. 
David keyed the microphone, “Everyone hold in place. The channel is blocked.”
Boats don’t have brakes or a parking gear. While there wasn’t any wind yet, the channel always had a current, one direction or the other, depending on the tide. It was very difficult for a floating vessel to maintain a fixed position with even slow moving water pushing on her hull. For the smaller boats, this wasn’t much of a problem as they could circle in the narrow channel. For Boxer and the larger boats, it was a very tight squeeze, requiring no small level of skill. Adding to the general apprehension of potential collisions, the captains all sensed that the longer the fleet was in this tight passage, the higher the risk of shore-born problems.
The other waverunner motored to David’s boat and a quick discussion ensued. The scouting party determined that David would board the boat while one of the mid-sized cabin cruisers came forward to tow the relic. Dock lines would be used to pull the big hulk out of the channel.
David climbed aboard the ghost ship and right away noticed a horrible odor. Before he could even register what the offending aroma was, he saw a gash in the transom’s fiberglass that looked like a bullet had impacted at a low angle, carving a groove in the white material. That image immediately connected with the odor in his brain. Within seconds, he discovered the bodies and turned away from the gruesome sight. A man and a woman both lay dead on the bridge, their decomposing corpses resting in a large pool of dried blood. Scavengers, most likely airborne vultures, had visited the deceased. He noticed two more bullet holes as he hurried back to the swim platform and gagging into the channel. 
The driver of the other waverunner saw what was happening and motored up. “You okay, man?”
Despite his churning stomach, David signaled he was fine. “Can you bring me some water when you get a sec?” 
Todd rummaged for a second, “Here, take mine. You look like you need it about now,” and tossed the clear plastic bottle over.
In a few minutes, one of the small cruisers maneuvered close enough to throw across two lines. David used a hitch knot to quickly secure the ropes to the bigger boat, and then motioned for Todd in to pick him up.
The little cruiser revved its engines and began pulling on the ghost ship. There was a moment of suspense when it looked like the bigger vessel was going to stay aground, but after a few moments the ghost ship budged. As soon as the passage was clear, David again boarded the offending sport boat and untied the towlines, hastily flinging them back in a high arch. He wasted no time getting off her, and into some fresher air. 
News of the bodies traveled up and down the line on the radio. As the flotilla passed the big sports fisherman, several of the captains veered slightly off course. Much like gawking rubberneckers driving past a wreck on the interstate, they couldn’t tear their gaze from the carnage. Wyatt, following Morgan’s lead, tried to find a “silver lining,” in the incident - his hope being that everyone in the group would take the situation a little more seriously after the incident. 
The next obstacle was the highway bridge. Giant concrete pillars were set into the channel to support the huge structure looming over the waterway. The navigable space between the supports was the narrowest part of the entire journey. It was the only place where the boats would get close enough to shore that someone could jump from land onto one of the vessels as it passed. David and the other scouts were relieved to see the entire area was void of spectators. Two large grey gulls were the only inhabitants at the moment, and they didn’t seem to pose much of a threat to anything other than the finger mullet schooling next to the supports.
After clearing the bridge came Shrimper’s Row. Large steel-hulled commercial shrimping vessels lined the north side of the channel, moored to the wooden bulkheads lining the bank. A small seafood processing plant resided immediately behind the big ships, ready to accept the delicious bay crustaceans immediately after the shrimpers docked nearby. 
David knew most of these commercial fishermen were Vietnamese. His father and he passed by these boats hundreds of times over the years. Most of the families actually lived on their boats. It was a common sight to see small children playing aboard while mom and dad hosed off equipment or scrubbed decks. During the holidays, many of the boats would decorate with traditional Buddhist lanterns and other décor. At night, it was commonplace to see young mothers on deck, reading stories to their children or fishing with regular rods and reels into the nearby channel. Once, David had observed a school bus unload several small Asian children next to the shrimpers. He watched as the tallest of them peeked into a mailbox along the nearest street. 
Even at dawn, the shrimping boats buzzed with activity. The first sign of life was the movement of a fishing pole, swinging in a wide arch as its line was cast out into the channel. That’s to be expected, given the tide, thought David. The next thing that caught his eye was a man, standing beside the fisherman, carrying a double barrel shotgun. 
David pointed out the sentry to Todd. “Stay right here. We don’t want to look like a threat.” 
The first boat of the Marinaville fleet was still a little behind them. David wanted to make it clear to the man with the shotgun that Todd and he were only there for escort duty, not to harass or threaten the fishermen in any way. “Wait until boat one catches up a bit, and then stay directly between him and the guy with the shotgun. No fast movements, but be ready to hit the throttle if I yell out.”
The shrimper’s guard could now see at least the first few boats in line behind David, and the approaching armada caused quite the stir aboard several of the commercial boats. Evidently some warning was given, because suddenly there were people scrambling all over the big steel-hulled boats.
Within a few seconds, David counted at least seven people aiming guns at them.
“Okay,” David whispered to his driver, “go up there real slow. I’m going to see if I can communicate our peaceful intent.”
“You better,” came the nervous response.
David took the AR15 and swiveled the weapon around to his back. He held up both hands in a “Don’t shoot” position as they approached the closest boat. “Good morning,” he called out.
He could hear voices coming from the shrimp boats, and while he couldn’t understand the language, he was reasonably sure the greeting had caused some disagreement. A few moments later, a young teenager appeared next to the man with the scattergun. “What do you want,” he called out in perfect English. 
“We are only passing through to the bay. There are over 20 boats behind us, and we are just escorting them.”
David could hear muted discussions going back and forth on the closest vessel. His answer came back, “If you don’t bother us, we won’t shoot at you.”
David smiled and yelled back, “Fair enough.” He also noticed none of the guards on the shrimpers relaxed. Trust, but verify, he thought.
Beyond the shrimpers, the last significant landmark before the bay was the Boardwalk. A popular attraction for tourists and locals alike, the Boardwalk consisted of a long row of seaside restaurants, shops, and a small amusement park. 
The Boardwalk brought back childhood memories for David. As the flotilla motored past, it seemed so odd for it to be abandoned. When the waverunner got closer, he could clearly see the shops and restaurants were more than closed – they had been ransacked. Shards of broken window glass piled in mounds on the wooden walkways, and chairs were scattered haphazardly, most resting on their sides, very few of them upright like he remembered. He noticed two doors that had been splintered, and all of the buildings appeared to have been gutted by vandals.  
David had to look away, the reckless destruction of the Boardwalk making his already distressed stomach flutter. Instead, he focused his gaze out to the open bay just beyond the plundered shoreline. The sun was still low on the horizon, its yellowish orb reflecting off of the glass-smooth water. One of the primary reasons for leaving so early was to cross as much water as possible before the winds whipped up the bay. While very shallow across most of its 23-mile width, Galveston Bay could develop a nasty 2-3-foot chop. Such waves were no threat to the boats of Marinaville, but they could make the ride feel like a car going over a washboard road. 
The green and blue water was interrupted here and there by manmade objects. A straight line of channel markers marched off into the distance, many slightly misshapen by the gulls that constantly rested on their tops. To the south were a handful of platforms and wellheads. Mostly rusty relicts or capped gas wells, the structures provided good fishing spots and were favored by numerous species of birds. 
Todd gave their ride some throttle, and the small craft accelerated out of the channel and into the bay. David relaxed somewhat, the wide-open spaces seemingly fresher – the air easier to breathe. Normally, he would love riding on such smooth water, but there was no time today for fun. He thought about the last time he was out on open water this early - a fishing trip with his father and a high school buddy before leaving for the army. They hadn’t had much luck that day, but it didn’t matter. He loved the ocean and salt air.
As the jet boat skimmed across the surface, David made himself sit back and enjoy the experience. There was something unique about a boat, any boat, gliding across smooth water. It’s such a different sensation from riding in an automobile or airplane. It was almost as if the cushion of water deadened the sense of motion. My eyes see I’m moving quickly, but my body can’t feel it, he thought. I bet this is what the weightlessness of space feels like.
A quick glance showed the line of boats exiting the channel one by one. Radio chatter settled down. The next 20-mile leg of the trip involved traveling south toward Galveston Island and should be stress-free, a welcome change from the first part of the journey. David scanned the water around them and then shifted his weight to stick his leg into the chilly bay. He had always wondered if the water would clear up without the huge tankers and freighters traveling up and down the Houston Ship Channel. Those enormous vessels, combined with thousands of pleasure boats, had to stir up tons of silt. As he sank his foot into the water, he was curious if the two weeks without traffic would make much difference, but it didn’t. He could only see the outline of his foot down a few feet under the surface. The wind probably stirred up more bottom mud than propellers and hulls. Galveston Bay had probably been a cloudy body of water going back thousands of years.
Exhaling and righting himself back on the seat, David felt a slight twinge of guilt. Even though he was technically still on leave, he wondered if there wasn’t something more he should be doing for his country via the army. He hadn’t received his assignment before graduating from Officers’ Candidate School. Technically, he didn’t have a unit to report to right now. He had been told that his orders would be both mailed and emailed to him, but neither form of communication now existed. The collapse had caught him in limbo, and he had zero idea what to do about it. Right now, his family needed him more than anything. As soon as communications were restored, he would call in and find out where he was supposed to report, and how he was to get there. Where’s a good carrier pigeon when you need one, he mused.
March 4, 2017
Fort Meade, Maryland
 
The auditorium at Fort Meade was designated as the temporary capitol building, and now housed both the House of Representatives and the Senate. Rather than the normal pomp and circumstance of graduation ceremonies, the large hall was now filled with elected officials engaged in wild speculation and grandiose scheming to insure the country’s future. Folding chairs, small tables, and a mismatched assortment of furniture occupied most of the open floor, hurriedly assembled tools required for the legislative branch to function. The exposed steel beam structure of the roof and bare concrete floor were a far cry from Washington’s Capitol building, but no one complained. While the military base wasn’t adorned with world-class art, beautiful chandeliers, or marble floors, the bare bones facility did keep the cold, Maryland winds at bay, and there was enough space to conduct the business of state. 
Shortly after arriving, Reed was assigned quarters in what must have been facilities normally allocated to military officers on temporary duty assignments. The living space was essentially on par with a three-star budget hotel, comprised of a double bed, closet-like bathroom, and two guest chairs. Plain, zero-frills furniture adorned the room, accented by mass-produced, soulless prints hanging from the walls. A mattress, just shy of marble slab on the hardness scale, rounded out the accommodations. 
After his experience in Brenda’s apartment, the congressman from Texas felt like he had just checked in at the Four Seasons. From Reed’s perspective, the list of amenities offered by his new abode was practically endless. There was running water, both hot and cold, tiny bottles of shampoo, miniature bars of soap, and a plastic wrapped toothbrush. The first shower was a marathon event, the first shave just shy of euphoria. It’s all a matter of perspective, he speculated.
An aide soon delivered a parcel of clean clothes so distressed, they could have been leftovers from a recent garage sale or rejects from the latest charity drive. In Reed’s mind, the experience of donning the clean underwear, unsoiled pants, and odor-free shirt was akin to preparing for a Broadway opening in a stylish tuxedo.
It wasn’t just his ordeal of isolation in Brenda’s flat that shaped his newfound appreciation. On the drive from Washington, the surreal images outside the plain government sedan reminded him of news footage of a war-ravaged section of Syria or Libya, not the capital of the most powerful nation on earth. 
Fires still raged unchecked, some consuming entire blocks. Freeways were jam-packed with abandoned vehicles for as far as the eye could see. Overturned cars littered the surface streets, often competing with smoldering ash heaps of bonfire-roadblocks ignited during the riots. When his escorts pulled away from Brenda’s apartment, one of the men had turned and offered Reed a handkerchief. “Here, you’ll need this in a bit.” Puzzled, Reed thought perhaps they would be passing through areas of intense smoke, but that wasn’t the reason. It was the dead, twisted, decomposing corpses. After the first few miles, Reed became acclimated to the view, and he stopped counting the fallen bodies of his countrymen. But it wasn’t only people – the cadavers of horses, dogs, and cats were scattered among the ruins.
Many of Washington’s broad avenues were impassable, blocked by relic traffic or the rubble of collapsed buildings. Here and there, military vehicles and soldiers patrolled the streets. The driver commented, “It took the National Guard almost three days to muster and enter the city. It took another two days to establish order, but only in certain areas. We held the Capitol building and White House, but a lot of government facilities weren’t so lucky. Much of this town is still ‘no man’s land.’”
After what seemed like hours, they successfully maneuvered to the Maryland countryside. The earth sported a “just rained” clean smell, and Reed felt an even stronger urge to bathe. The foul, oily smoke from the city clung to his skin and clothing like a coating of grease. He recognized he hadn’t smelled daisy-fresh in the first place, but the drive through Hades-on-the-Potomac had saturated his soul.
Feeling physically refreshed, Reed’s mental outlook was bolstered as he absorbed the frenzied level of activity around the base. If it weren’t for a desperate longing to speak with his family, the congressman’s attitude would have appeared optimistic. Having no communication with his wife and children was practically unbearable. He was sure they were in a much better place than the average citizen was, but he didn’t know that for a fact. He craved some sort of confirmation. It’s impossible right now, so get busy and do your job, he thought. Roll up your sleeves and occupy your time. You won’t fix a thing by worrying about them. 
Reed’s mood was elevated further as he began to acclimate to the current of energy that flowed through the gathered politicians. The country was in trouble, and these people had been elected to serve her. He forced himself to put aside his personal apprehensions, and began looking for his party’s leadership to report in. 
Representative Wallace finally found a cluster of familiar faces and strode over to join the group. Hands pumped with a little more vigor than in the past. Standard political banter was replaced with seemingly heartfelt comments like, “Really glad you made it,” and “Good to see you’re alive.” Reed was a freshman and relatively unknown, so he remained on the fringe and just observed. The majority of the conversation concerned other parts of the country and what little news had filtered back to D.C. The legislators from rural areas believed things had remained stable in their districts, while those from districts that included larger cities were hearing bad news.
As best as anyone could tell, the chaos in Washington was the norm, not the exception. The congressman from Chicago had received a report that the second great fire to ravage the Windy City was blazing out of control; the burning skyline was apparently visible clear across Lake Michigan. Others had similar status reports from back home.
A loud, pounding noise sounded from the minute stage at the front of the room, commanding the attention of all present. “Please come to order and take your seats. Please come to order, ladies and gentlemen,” the vice president instructed, pounding his gavel. 
Reed found his assigned folding chair and sat wondering how all of this would play out. The House Majority Leader joined the V.P. behind the podium and tested the microphone. The room quickly became quiet. 
“Elected representatives of the United States of America, I hereby call this session to order. As you all know, our country has experienced a catastrophic chain of events, and I’m sure every single one of you has a million questions. As many of you already know, the president has declared martial law throughout the country. Federalized forces are making every attempt to reestablish order throughout the land. The president has tasked the legislative branch with recovery and recuperation. When I spoke to the commander-in-chief this morning, he asked that we have a plan, ready to implement, the moment order is restored. He assured me that the executive control and the declared state of emergency would be lifted as soon as possible. So, our first order of business today will entail a situational update and briefing from several different speakers. First up will be, Director Morton of the Department of Homeland Security.”
Reed was relieved. He had worried that his peers would opt for the usual political theater and positioning, and he just wasn’t in the mood for a bunch of long-winded speeches. Evidently, everyone else felt the same way as he did – time to get down to business and be Americans first, politicians second. 
 
Galveston Bay, Texas
 
 
The last boat cleared the mouth of the channel, heading southeast toward Galveston Island. David was readying to move closer to the line of boats when something in the northern sky caught his eye. A dark line of clouds was just visible over the horizon, and his heart sank at the sight - a northerner was moving in. 
This time of year along the gulf coast, the weather patterns were mostly mundane. About the only serious disturbances were the massive cold fronts rolling down from the arctic north. These powerful storms were strong enough to push the warm, humid air of the gulf out of the way. While frosts and snow were rare along the coast, these massive fronts were known to generate violent thunderstorms, high winds, and very cold temperatures. What a time to lose the Weather Channel, he thought.
Clouds normally trekked from the southwest to the northeast. Only a northerner came from the northwest, and that’s where this line of clouds was coming from. David keyed the microphone on his handheld radio and called out for Boxer. When his father answered, he asserted, “Dad, look over your left shoulder at the clouds.”
Everyone could hear the broadcast, and several of the boats were close enough that David could see heads pivoting to look. In a few moments, Wyatt answered for everyone. “We need to find a port – right now.” It wasn’t good news.
Wyatt turned and looked at Morgan who was already pulling out charts. While he had a very accurate picture on Boxer’s large screen GPS, the scale wasn’t large enough to pick out details, like finding a place to ride out the storm. But even without a map, Wyatt knew the bay quite well, and there were only a few options. The sailboats in the fleet simply were not fast enough to outrun the front. Maxing out at about six knots, or seven miles per hour, they would be caught out in open water when the weather turned bad. Riding out the storm on open water was taking a big risk.
The danger wasn’t sinking or capsizing, even the smallest of the fleet’s craft could handle all but the worst weather. The risk was collision, equipment malfunction, grounding, and exposure by the crew. Boxer could handle anything short of a hurricane and survive relatively unharmed. Wyatt had piloted the boat through extremely bad weather and didn’t want a repeat event. He had once likened the experience to driving a convertible car through a tornado with the top down and no windshield wipers. The driving sheets of rain had reduced visibility to the point where he couldn’t see the front of the boat. The waves had slammed her so violently, Morgan had become ill. Later, she claimed to know firsthand what a pair of sneakers felt like in the dryer. The crews of the smaller boats would take an ever worse beating.       
As Wyatt mentally pictured this end of the bay, there were only a few options that would provide shelter from a north wind. Of those, only one was isolated from sizeable human populations, and after what they had witnessed in the channel, avoiding other people seemed like a good idea. 
“How about Redfish Island? We can anchor and then raft up on the southeast side and ride it out,” Wyatt suggested, all the while scanning Morgan’s expression for evidence of her true reaction.
Morgan took her finger and measured on the chart. At their current speed and distance, they just might make it. Without a weather report, there was no way to tell how fast the front was coming on, but the boiling clouds behind them appeared to be catching up. “I can’t see or think of anything closer unless we turn around and go back to the channel,” she said.
Wyatt reached for the radio and asked if anyone had a problem heading for Redfish. After a few moments with no response, he continued, “Let’s make for the southeast side of the island.”  
Morgan waited to see if anyone responded on the VHF, and after a period of silence, her voice was calm, but serious. “We are just over eight nautical miles away. At our current speed, it will be 70 minutes before we get there. I suggest the faster boats move ahead because it will take a bit to secure the anchors. By the time everyone else catches up, we can be ready for them.”
“That’s a good idea. It’s hard enough to set the hook without worrying about running into another boat. If we have everyone drifting around all over the place, there’s a good chance for a collision.” Wyatt glanced over his shoulder again, watching the churning, black clouds that were chasing the fleet. He picked up the microphone and announced, “We all can’t arrive and anchor at the same time – there’s not enough space, and we’ll be crashing into each other. Every boat should make its best speed. If possible, the smaller vessels should raft up to the larger ones.” 
A few of the captains came back with comments such as, “Good idea,” and “Good luck.” 
Wyatt pushed Boxer’s throttles forward, and the big diesel engines increased their thunder. The heavy fiberglass hull rose slightly when she began to plane across the top of the water. As they passed the slower vessels, many of the captains signaled their support. Nobody wanted to be in open water during a northerner.
As Boxer and five other large powerboats surged past the fleet, their wakes created a bouncy ride for the vessels they passed. There wasn’t time to follow the rules and slow down, but no one seemed to care. The wakes produced by the passing craft were nothing compared to what the bay would kick up with a stiff northern wind.
After fifteen minutes, the outline of Redfish began showing on Boxer’s radar. At twenty minutes, he could see the northernmost tip of the island.
Redfish had been a natural oyster reef for thousands of years. An extension of Eagle Point, the small island housed trees and even a few buildings many years ago. Really more of a peninsula than an actual island, it was said that a person could walk across from the mainland at low tide.
Many people thought the island had a primitive feel to it. Some described it as being similar to wandering around ancient ruins of long-lost civilizations. Part of this was no doubt attributed to its being an isolated place where people once tread, an experience similar to visiting a ghost town. All kinds of seaborne debris was known to wash up on the unhabituated speck’s shores - containers from the passing vessels, bottom refuge washed up by storms, and of course, everyday items blown from the decks of passing pleasure craft.  
The Houston Ship Channel was less than a mile to the east. As this major shipping artery saw more and more tonnage, Redfish began to erode and shrink. The huge ocean-going tankers, freighters, and tugs plying the waters of the bay generated bow wakes that could exceed 10 feet in height. Dozens of these commercial vessels journeyed up and down the ship channel every day, and the small island couldn’t handle the change from the normally tranquil waters of the bay. Throw in the occasional hurricane, and the small patch of dry land didn’t stand a chance. By the 1970s, there were no longer any trees. By the 1980s, the island was nothing more than a crescent moon-shaped spot, less than an acre in size. By the 1990s, the island was below the surface except at the very lowest tide.
Wyatt felt the wind shift out of the north just as Boxer turned out of the ship channel toward Redfish. In a matter of moments, the air temperature dropped several degrees, and Morgan scrambled down the ladder to fetch jackets. The dark line of ominous clouds was now almost directly overhead and moving quickly. On the horizon, flashes of lightning illuminated the sky.
Pointing Boxer the right direction was tricky through this section of the bay. Numerous shallows, oyster beds, and mud reefs dotted the area, many of them randomly shifting position over time. Boxer drew almost five feet of water, and the charts carried warnings of one to three foot depths at mean tide. Hitting a razor-sharp oyster bed, even at slow speed, could peel away the hull of the big boat. More likely, the outcome would be a broken propeller or two. If Boxer lost a wheel, she could continue with a single shaft. If she lost two, they would have to abandon her and all she carried. 
Wyatt’s eyes constantly moved from the depth gauge to the chart plotter to the water ahead. The numerical depth readings were accurate, but under the hull of the boat. It was like trying to drive a car through a hole in the floorboard – by the time you ran over something it was too late.
Still, he could identify and anticipate trends, and right now the line indicating the bottom of the bay was going the wrong way. He watched as the numbers read 8…8…7…7…6, and reached up, pulling the engines into neutral. If he hit bottom, it might save the propellers if they weren’t spinning. As Boxer coasted, the numbers began to increase, finally reaching nine feet of water again. He threw the engines into gear and turned toward the leeward side of Redfish’s protected anchorage. This area had been dredged and was a known depth of 10 feet. 
After navigating the shallows, Wyatt had a moment to study the island. When a Corps of Engineers project to widen the Houston Ship Channel had been announced, several groups banded together, asking the government to use the dredged materials to rebuild the now all-but-submerged landmark. Several preservation groups, as well as the recreational boating community, thought it was worth the endless petitions and emails to their congressmen. Finally, after an exhaustive effort, the proper authorities agreed, and Redfish was slowly rebuilt. Ever since, the small strip of dry land had served as a bird sanctuary, natural tidal break, and great weekend gunk-hole for the pleasure boaters. 
The engineers dumped thousands of tons of soil onto the old island, topping it off with loads of basketball-sized rocks. While not exactly a sandy oasis for swimming and walking, the authorities had ensured all of that soil didn’t wash back into the nearby ship channel. Almost three acres of manmade land reappeared in the bay. Barely fifty feet wide and stretching almost two football fields in length, the island made an excellent breakwater. A small cove was protected from the large wakes rolling in from the ship channel and was enjoyed by dozens of craft every weekend. Right now, Wyatt wanted protection from the wind-driven waves that would soon start howling in from the north.
Typically, a layer of soft mud covered the bottom of the bay. Anchoring in such material was difficult at best, and often next to impossible. One of the reasons why Redfish was such a popular destination was that the bottom contained a bit more clay than was normal in the area. The sticky, thicker material increased the chances of setting the hook securely. 
Wyatt nudged Boxer’s bow toward the center of the island and watched until the depth began to decrease. He flicked the safety cover off of the anchor chain’s release while Morgan made her way forward to release the manual safety on the heavy links. More than one vessel had been sunk by an accidental release of the anchor while underway, thus the redundant safeties.
Boxer’s engines were again shifted into neutral, and in a few moments, the wind started pushing her back from the island and over deeper water. When the depth returned to 10 feet, Wyatt signaled Morgan, and she released the safety and stepped back. Wyatt flipped the switch, and the anchor fell free of the pulpit, splashing into the dark water below. The first 20 feet of anchor rod was chain, and that fed out quickly, rattling noisily over the pulley. After the chain, a heavy rope started playing out as Boxer continued to drift backward. 
Proper anchoring normally involved some ratio of depth to the length of the line. In calm waters, a ratio of five or six to one was acceptable. In rough seas, over seven to one could be required to hold a vessel in place. Boxer was in ten feet of water, so over 70 feet of anchor scope needed to unwind to provide a secure hold.
The rope had markers every ten feet. Morgan watched and counted, holding up fingers so Wyatt would know how much line had played out. At 90 feet, Wyatt flipped the switch on the dash, and the pulley seized the line. Now began a waiting game to see if the hook had caught and buried itself in the mud. It took a few more moments for the line to pull tight, halting Boxer’s backward drift. Wyatt set the waypoint on the GPS and then pushed the throttles into reverse, giving the engines just a touch of power while watching the readouts on the screen beside him. She held! There was no movement at all except the expected side-to-side drift on the line. They had a good anchorage. Wyatt picked up the radio and let the other captains know.
The follow-on boats behind Boxer had to be aware of how far she was swinging to and fro on her line before they could repeat the same process. Any boat at anchor can swing several degrees port to starboard, and collisions were always a concern when anchoring in tight proximity. 
The last of the five larger motorboats managed to set anchor as the rest of the fleet began arriving. The first boats in line had just motored into safe positions when the squall line slammed into the group. Wind gusts topping 50 mph whipped across the water, quickly followed by stinging sheets of ice-cold rain. Wyatt was on the Boxer’s bridge wearing a raincoat, but it didn’t do much good. The storm blasted a nearly horizontal torrent at the boaters, each individual drop feeling like a needle pricking flesh. The gale whipped the wave tops into an airborne mixture of sandblasting froth and biting salt spray.  
Flying water found every nook and cranny in Wyatt’s rain gear, immediately soaking his freezing cold body from head to toe. Visibility dropped to nearly zero, and it was difficult to stand without support. The bay waters instantly turned black, swelling into confused whitecaps that tested every captain’s skill.  
The blow was howling so loudly it became impossible to hear the radio, and bedlam set in. Out of the blinding rain, Wyatt made out the running lights of a small cruiser headed directly at Boxer. A ringing alarm began sounding from the dash as the radar’s collision avoidance system engaged. Wyatt double- checked that his anchor light was on and functioning and then grabbed a large flashlight from under the captain’s chair. He shined the light at the approaching boat, attempting to use the beam to warn it off.
At the last minute, the captain of the charging boat recognized Boxer and swerved off, avoiding a collision by mere feet. Wyatt got a glimpse of the man as he went by, observing as he tried to steer the small boat in the screaming wall of wind and rain. Wyatt tried to yell for the man to tie off on Boxer, but his shouts were like trying to hear a mouse squeak at a rock concert. The clearly shaken and partially blinded helmsman of the offending cruiser went past at an angle pointed directly at Boxer’s anchor line. “Noooooo!”
Wyatt would never understand how, but the intruding vessel missed his anchor rope. The captain realized at the last moment where he was and swerved sharply to avoid tangling the line in his propellers. That catastrophe avoided, Wyatt then watched in horror as a crewmember attempted to climb forward onto the deck. This guy is going to try and anchor his boat right there, Wyatt thought. He’s going to sink both of us.
Even with the protection of Redfish Island, the sea had built to a three-foot slop. Morgan managed the climb onto the bridge, observing the offending boat while shielding her face from the blistering rain. She bellowed out something, but Wyatt couldn’t hear. He stepped closer, and she tried again. “No life jacket!” Wyatt followed her pointing finger to the crewman bobbing violently up and down at the front of the nearby vessel. Sure enough, whoever was out on that precarious perch didn’t appear to have on a flotation device. He instinctively knew this wasn’t going to end well. 
The crewman pulled the safety on the cruiser’s anchor, and Wyatt could make out the silver-colored hook dropping into the sea. The line started playing out rapidly as the wind caught the boat and shoved it backwards. The crewman started to move back toward the cabin and slipped, banging hard into the safety railing surrounding the deck. The captain left the wheel to help, and the small cruiser started to spin around in the wind. 
It only took a few seconds for the pilotless boat to spin 180 degrees, centering the propellers directly over the boat’s own anchor line, wrapping the thick cord tightly round the shafts. Before the captain could even turn back toward the helm, the torque on the shaft pulled it clean away from the transmission, ripping a two-foot gash in the bottom of the hull. The sound of splitting fiberglass sounded like a bomb exploding and was audible even over the storm. The other engine immediately stalled.
Now the small boat was without power and taking on water, flooding the engine compartment. There hadn’t been enough anchor line out for the hook to catch on the bottom. Wyatt watched as the crippled, out-of-control vessel started to pass Boxer. He literally slid down the ladder into the cockpit, almost falling overboard himself. He grabbed a curled dock line and heaved one end to the other boat, screaming at the top of his lungs for the man to “Tie this off!” 
By some miracle, the rope landed along the transom of the wayward boat, and the captain managed to see it. Wyatt immediately began wrapping the sizable line around his aft cleat as the looped coil unraveled. 
Wyatt had just moved his hands out of the way when the rope snapped taunt. The fiberglass surrounding Boxer’s cleat moaned and popped, but the line held the small cruiser, the tension pulling it so that Boxer’s superstructure blocked some of the driving wind. Wyatt threw a second line to the captain. Once it was secured, Wyatt relaxed and tried to catch his breath. After a few deep inhalations, he yelled over, “How much water is she taking on?”
The other captain immediately began moving cockpit carpeting out of the way, and Wyatt watched as he lifted the engine hatch. After a few moments, he returned to the transom and yelled back, “She’s taking a lot of water! The bilge pumps can’t keep up. I can’t get at the breach to stuff it with anything. She’s going down.”
Wyatt could see the bilge pump working, its efforts discharging a solid stream of water overboard. He could also tell the boat was becoming heavy in the back. It wouldn’t be long before the water rose over the batteries and cut off the power to the bilge pump. Then she would sink quickly.
He held up one finger to the other man and lifted a seat cushion to access a storage area. Another blast of wind caused him to momentarily lose his balance, almost falling to the deck. It took a bit of digging, but he finally located a small bag containing an emergency pump. Boxer’s previous owner had known his boats, or better yet, his emergencies. The kit contained a long battery cord and a hose of similar length. He held up the bag, motioning for the other boater to catch. 
One for the money – two for the show – three underhand practices, and away she goes. The three pounds of pump, cord and hose flew, caught by the deft hands of the crippled boat’s master. He looked inside, and quickly motioned a thumbs-up sign to Wyatt. 
It took the man a few minutes to unwind the hose and plug in the emergency pump. Through the sheets of driving rain, Wyatt could see the engine hatches opened again, and then the exit-hose was propped over the edge of the vessel. He exhaled as a second stream of water joined the already hardworking built-in pump. 
Wyatt waited a bit, and then yelled back at the man to start his undamaged engine in neutral, so as to keep the batteries fully charged. The fellow nodded and did just that, the reassuring hum of the motor barely audible over the howling wind.
After a few minutes, the captain checked the water level in the engine compartment again. He smiled at Wyatt and then shouted across, “The water has stopped rising. I think we are holding our own as long as the pumps hold out.”
Morgan brought up a steaming cup of coffee from the galley, and it was a lifesaver. The two stood with their backs to Boxer’s superstructure, a reasonable attempt at blocking the stinging rain. The hot liquid tasted great, the warmth spreading though Wyatt’s freezing-wet torso. 
The rain began to let up after an hour; the wind quickly followed suit. While the air temp had fallen into the 50s, the calmer breeze didn’t chill the bones quite as badly. Visibility improved, and Wyatt started counting boats while keeping an eye on the crippled vessel behind him. He relaxed somewhat after verifying all were present and accounted for.
The sky remained gray and overcast, low clouds threatening to dump another deluge on the flotilla at any moment. Wyatt heard a new engine noise and looked up to see Todd and David coming over on a jet-ski, the small craft having weathered the storm tied to a nearby trawler. David was soaking wet as well, but forgot all about his discomfort after Wyatt explained what was going on with the crippled vessel behind them. “I’m going to have Todd take me over and see if I can help out,” he said.
A few moments later, David was climbing aboard the damaged boat, the owner and he peeking down into the engine compartment while Todd circled nearby on the waverunner. Wyatt couldn’t hear any of the conversation, but within minutes, he could see the captain rummaging around in the cockpit while David shooed Todd further away from the boat.
Before Wyatt or Morgan could voice their protest, David dove into the water and disappeared under the surface.
 

The jolt of the cold water searing through his body surprised David, despite mentally preparing for the shock. The wetsuit he was wearing was designed to provide some insulation, but it sure didn’t feel like it was working. He didn’t have a mask, gloves or fins, but that shouldn’t hamper things since he did plan on going to a great depth. 
His first task was to locate the gash in the bottom of the hull. Judging by the force of the torrent of water insistently pushing its way topside, David figured this shouldn’t be too difficult. He mentally inventoried the list of potential risks involved with the exploratory mission. First and foremost was avoiding the anchor line. Getting tangled up might trap him below the surface where he’d suffocate before being able to free himself. That potential death-trap was closely followed by the sharp edges of the functioning propeller. Lastly, he wanted to circumvent any damaged gear that might still be hanging beneath the vessel.  
The process was agonizingly slow, having to feel his way with numb fingertips, along the curved hull of the boat. There was zero visibility in the chocolate-colored water. He hands rubbed along the smooth shell until he identified the opening. There was some good news – the damaged shaft was clear of the hull.
David kicked hard to swim out from under the boat and surfaced slowly so as not to strike his head on anything above. It was so easy to lose one’s sense of direction while submerged in the black water. He popped up a few feet behind the swim platform and treaded water while taking a few deep breaths.
“Give me that sheet of plastic, and I’ll stuff it in the hole. We can repair it from the inside as soon as the pumps remove the standing water.”
The owner of the stricken vessel handed David a folded sheet of blue plastic tarp and then stared at the murky surface, as the young man took one last breath and disappeared under the water again.
Once more, David fingered the hull until he felt the rip. He unfolded the stuffing material and began tucking it into the breach as tightly as possible. He sealed as much of the gap as he could in a single breath and quickly resurfaced, lungs aching for air.
Allowing a few seconds for his body to readjust, David addressed the captain of the incapacitated vessel, “Okay, now give me the knife. I’m going to try and clear the line around the good shaft.”
The older man paused, reflecting briefly on one of the most treacherous hazards of his own youth – having believed himself invincible, coupled with a complete lack of respect for the inherent limitations of the human body. In his experience, such a condition had often precipitated poor decisions. He shook his head at the brave man before him. “David, I’m not so sure about that. That’s dangerous, son. If you get tangled up in the line, we might not be able to get you out before you drown. Are you sure?”
Something about the confident manner in which he spoke the words, “I got this,” convinced even the jaded captain. A few additional lungs full of oxygen, and David was again surrounded by a black, silent world underneath the boat. He realized that additional precautions were required on this trip, as the sharp blades of the propellers could slice off a finger or sever a tendon. Despite his carefulness, David’s knuckle found the prop first, the gash almost causing him to cry out in pain. He paused to recover his bearings for a moment, thinking about how screaming out while under water wasn’t a bright idea. 
Gently, he probed with his open hand until he knew the general locale of the razor-like edges. Finding the rope twisted around the propeller’s shaft was easy. He fluttered his arms around until he found a loose end and began unwinding the cord. Before he could make much progress, it was again time for air.
On the fourth trip under the boat, he finally worked his way to the end of the line. He dropped the worthless rope to the bottom and felt all around the propeller’s gear and rudder to make sure it was clear, resurfacing for the last time.
As David was pulled aboard the crippled cruiser, he informed the captain of what he’d discovered. One propeller and shaft was completely gone, probably lying on the bottom somewhere nearby. The other prop seemed undamaged. David was sure he’d removed all of the fouling line. 
The captain and his crew were thrilled, not being able to thank David enough. His boat could still function on one propeller for the remainder of the trip after the leak was sealed.  

Wyatt and Morgan had forgotten all about being cold. Watching their son make what seemed like an endless number of dives under the crippled vessel was nerve-racking to say the least. When Sage appeared next to them in her swimming suit, her father unleashed his most demanding tone, “And just what do you think you’re doing, young lady?”
“If he gets stuck under there, I’m going in after him.” 
Morgan started to protest, but Sage cut her off. “You can’t stop me, Mom. I’m not going to just stand here and let my brother drown. Five summers pulling overconfident swimmers from the lake makes me the most qualified for the job.”
When David finally scrambled onto the swim platform and signaled he was finished, everyone relaxed. 
Wyatt looked at his wife and fairly beamed, “He’s got a pair; I’ll give him that. No way would I dive under a boat in this water. He must have gotten that recklessness from your side of the family.” 
Morgan playfully swatted her husband, “I’m not sure whether to say he’s as brave as his father, or as hardheaded. Either way, you’re not going to blame it on my DNA.”
They both laughed, a release of stress that had built while watching their son risk his life. Before long, Todd brought David back across on the water bike. After climbing safely aboard Boxer, David thanked Todd and protectively observed as the teen spun the machine around and headed off to tie up on his parents’ boat. Morgan was waiting with a towel.
David exhaled. “What a day. I was worried this was going to be a boring leave. Can you believe I was upset because I couldn’t find a book to read while I was here? The army’s easy compared to what you guys go through.”
Wyatt patted his son on the back. David answered the gesture with a smile, and then added, “I need a hot shower and something to eat. I think I’ll sleep pretty well tonight.”
Sage perked up, wanting to contribute. “David, I’ll take your watch tonight.”
“Thanks, sis,” and then noticing her marine attire, “So what’s up with the suit? You looking for a fella out here?”
Sage flushed, “I was going to go in and get you - if you didn’t come up.”
David spread his arms and hugged his sister. It always gave Morgan and Wyatt a unique, warm feeling inside to see their children demonstrate love for each other. Wyatt often wondered if it wasn’t some sort of parental relief - knowing that the kids could rely on each other after Morgan and he were gone.   
Morgan made for the galley, trying to think of an evening meal that would go well with rattled nerves and queasy stomachs. Wyatt wandered to the bridge, wanting to check in with a few of the captains before sunset. The storm had caused a delay and now they were behind schedule. Wyatt sighed, thinking the schedule wasn’t a big deal. So far everyone is safe, and given the condition of the world right now, I think we’re doing pretty well.

Buck cleared his throat and launched a mouthful of phlegm at the bay. His face was furled in a grimace as he turned away from the shoreline and hiked back to the campsite. The old, Ford pickup sat hunched down on her worn out suspension from the weight of the camper-shell. He strode to a cut-rate, green and white striped folding lawn chair and rested without concern for the frayed nylon strands hanging beneath.
He glanced at the small fire, making a mental note to have Robbie gather some more wood, even though it would be wet after the rain. He was thankful they had snatched a few logs and flung them in the truck before the storm hit. With the dry wood, they could still cook the trout and make the last of the coffee. 
The windstorm had scattered his few earthly contents around the thicket, but it hadn’t taken long to gather everything back up. His cousin and he only had one spare outfit each, and those had been hanging on a line after being washed in the bay. There had been time to put them away, but Buck thought a fresh water rinse would soften up the saltwater stiff shirt and pants. At least they didn’t stink…as much.
The rain had really been a blessing. They had been evaporating salt water to drink, but the process was slow. When the storm appeared on the horizon, Robbie and he had scrambled to set out every makeshift cistern they could find to gather rainwater. The squall scattered most of the small bowls and containers, but a tarp strung between two trees withstood the gale, catching a respectable amount of potable water.
Buck sighed, scanning the landscape. Now where did that simpleton run off to, he thought. “Robbie?”
“Coming,” sounded the voice from behind the truck.
Buck’s cousin trudged around the back of the camper, annoyed at the interruption. Buck ignored the attitude and began needling the boy. “I’m sick of this whole thing, cuz. We’ve been stranded here almost two weeks, and I’m just tired of it. The fishing’s lousy, and you snore like a lumberjack. We need to do something different.”
Robbie protested, “I snore? Why you piece of crap…you’re the one that scares off all the game around here.”
Buck waved him off. “The snoring don’t mean nothing, cuz. We’re out of gas, out of food, and almost out of water. We need a change of scenery.”
Robbie contemplated Buck’s statement for a moment before asking, “Whatcha got in mind?”
Buck stood and hitched up his pants. He expelled another round of mucus, and then motioned to his cousin. “Follow me.”
The two men returned to Buck’s vantage point beside the bay. Buck pointed at the armada of boats now anchored less than a mile away.
Robbie’s reaction was a long whistle, followed quickly by “When did they get there?”
“They must have made for Redfish to ride out the storm. They weren’t there this morning. Must be close to 30 of ‘em, and I bet they’re all full of gas and food.”
Robbie was never the brains of the outfit. “Now cuz, why would them folks give us a ride anywhere? They don’t know us from Moses.”
Buck’s shoulders slumped a bit; his gaze turned to his feet, and he was shaking his head side to side in exasperation. His voice became low and serious. “I wasn’t thinking about asking for a ride. I was thinking about taking one of them boats for ourselves.”
Robbie’s head snapped up, his eyes wide open. He started to speak, but Buck held up his hand and said, “Now, hear me out.”
Robbie tilted his head to the side, skepticism written all over his face.
“Lookie, cuz, the world ain’t coming back. At least not for one hell of a long time it ain’t. I’ve been out of work for months, and since the layoff, all you could find was a job running the cash register and cleaning the restrooms at the gas station. That barely keeps you in chaw. If I hadn’t poached that doe a few weeks back, we’d be going hungry. Am I right?”
Robbie’s expression mellowed a little, but it was clear he wasn’t sold on anything just yet. After a short pause, he finally nodded, giving his cousin the signal to continue. 
“I broke the law then, Robbie. Wasn’t nothing serious like, but I was still illegal and all. Sometimes a man has ta do what a man has ta do. Besides, I don’t think there is any law anymore. I don’t think there is any government. I think it’s every man for his-own-self.”
“Now what makes you think that? You don’t know nothing more than I do for sure.”
“Oh, is that so? Well let me ask you when was the last time you saw an airplane in the sky? When was the last time one of them big freighters went up or down the channel? Son, when was the last time you heard an engine running?”
Robbie rubbed his beard and thought for a bit. He surprised his cousin with a question. “Why don’t we just see if they’ll trade for something? Why go and stir things up?”
Buck shook his head, downplaying his cousin’s idea. “And what, pray tell, do we have to trade? Some deer jerky? The lawn chairs? What do you propose we offer up?”
Robbie looked around the campsite like he was honestly trying to think of something. The effort was futile, but he didn’t want to give it up. “I don’t know – maybe they would want something other than fish. Maybe all’s they’ve had for days is seafood. Maybe some deer jerky would be worth something to ’em.”
Buck laughed at the man’s weak effort. “Sure…sure Robbie. We’ll row our little boat all the way out there and offer them up some squirrel hocks and dandelion greens in exchange for gasoline and beer. Works for me….”
Robbie pointed his finger at Buck, “Now don’t go get’n all mean and such, Buck. I’m just trying to do my part and help think this thing through. There’s more than one way to skin a cat, ya know.” 
Buck held up his hands and nodded silently, letting his cousin know he didn’t mean it. “I’m sorry cuz; I’m just worried is all. I am worried we are going to be skinning that cat for food pretty soon. The fishing sucks, and we ain’t seen nothing with fur on it for days.”
Robbie couldn’t disagree with that train of thought. His stomach had rumbled more the last two weeks than anytime he could ever remember. Besides, he was down to his last can of Skoal, and that wasn’t good. “I’m listening, cousin. You go ahead and tell me what you’ve got in mind.”
Buck thought for a moment and then laid out his plan. “I say we row the boat out there after dark. I worked part-time down at the boatyard a few summers ago. Them big boats all have generators, so we’ll be able to see their lights after dark. We’ll take the rifles and climb aboard real quiet like. Whoever is on the boat, we’ll put them in the row boat and then take off with our new prize.”
Robbie mulled the plan over and then asked, “And where might we take our prize to?”
Buck smiled, already having thought of that. “We’ll drive it over to Mud Creek. There’s an old discarded boat ramp I know of over there. It’s only about a mile from here. We can tie up the boat, hike back here and get the truck. We’ll move our camp over there and use up whatever is aboard the boat. Why, if more people keep going up and down the bay, we might become pretty good pirates.” Buck elbowed the simpleton in the ribs, all the while humming, “Yo, ho, ho and a bottle of rum.”
Robbie snorted at Buck’s lack of musical ability, but had to admit the plan sounded well thought out. He tried to imagine actually going through with it. “So what happens if we row out there, and they put up a fight? What if they start shooting?”
“Then we shoot back - plain and simple. We gotta have guts to do this, cuz. This ain’t no high school prank. If we’re going to the party, we gotta be ready to dance.”
 

Reed’s fork toyed with the green beans, pushing them around subconsciously while deep in thought. The food at Fort Meade wasn’t bad. Any of the government workers who mumbled a complaint were quickly reminded that over 300 million other people would probably give anything for the canned veggies and frozen chicken being served. The remark typically turned elite-sounding complaints into short tinges of guilt. In reality, Reed was surprised at the non-partisan manner in which all of his colleagues were acting. 
A slight shadow interrupted the overhead fluorescent lights, causing Reed to glance up from his plate. It was Senator Conley carrying a tray of food. “Mind if I join you, young man?”
“Why no, Senator, please do.”
The elder statesman from Ohio sat his meal on the table across from Reed and managed the bench seat without complaint. Carefully draping the paper napkin on his lap, the senator scrutinized the contents of his plate for a moment before speaking. “It just dawned on me why this reminds me of army food. That’s because it is army food. You can tell what day it is by what they put on your plate, and most days you’re glad to get it.”
Reed chuckled politely at the comment. He consumed a fork full of beans and studied the older man. The honorable gentleman from Columbus, Ohio had been a common figure in American politics for over 30 years. His face was well known, having been beamed into American living rooms on a regular basis during his five terms of office.      
As a freshman congressman, Reed had experienced little exposure to the real power players in the nation’s capital. Now, one of them was sitting across from him, eating frozen chicken and drinking milk from a carton like a schoolboy. 
“Have you had any contact with your family, son?”
“Yes, sir, I’ve had a single phone call over a military channel and two written letters exchanged. They are doing as well as can be expected.”
The senator nodded and continued to eat. Reed thought the man must have skipped a few meals because he was digging in with considerable gusto. Conley sensed he was being watched. “You’ll have to excuse my lack of dinner conversation today. I’ve been in committee meetings all day and didn’t get lunch. We are supposed to reconvene in ten minutes, and I don’t want to disrupt the proceedings with my stomach rumbling.” 
Reed smiled at the remark. “No worries, Senator. I wouldn’t want to be accused of denying a ranking democrat his substance.”
Conley’s smile was genuine. “I wouldn’t have been caught dead having lunch with a junior Republican representative a few weeks ago. It wouldn’t have helped your career either. People would have wondered why you were fraternizing with the enemy. Now neither I, nor anyone else here cares.”
Congressman Wallace had to agree with the senator’s assessment. He was actually proud of how everyone here had been working so hard to solve problems in an attempt to get the country moving again. Gone were any disputes between right and left. Egos and platforms had truly been set aside because the country was in trouble – real trouble.
The senator swallowed a sip of milk and said, “Didn’t your father work at the Federal Reserve Board, Mr. Wallace?”
“Yes, Senator, that’s correct.”
“If memory serves, he died in a robbery some years ago.”
Reed hesitated, a flood of different answers filling his mind. Despite knowing better, he couldn’t suppress his response. “Officially, yes, it was a robbery. Personally, I’ve always had serious doubts about the incident.”
The response seemed to trouble the senator from Ohio. A fleeting glimpse of annoyance crossed the man’s face. The emotion passed so fast that Reed couldn’t be sure he was reading it right.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Wallace. It must be a difficult thing to live with…the not being sure, I mean.”
Senator Conley continued with his meal, Reed believing the topic was exhausted. He was wrong.
“My brother-in-law worked for the Fed in those days, Congressman. I’m curious, what do you believe happened to your father?”
The question sent Reed’s sixth sense to high alert, the senator’s approach and conversation now entering the realm of suspicious. Pretending to having trouble swallowing, the Texan bought some time to compose his answer.
“There were a number of inconsistencies with the final police report, Senator. In addition, new information about the case has recently come to light. Why do you ask?”
Conley was a master politician and had no trouble waving off Reed’s inquiry. “No reason, Congressman. I was just trying to make conversation. I’m sorry if I broached a sensitive subject.”
“No problem, sir. It’s not a sensitive topic at all. I just thought it unusual lunch conversation.”
The two men continued with their meal in silence. Conley signaled he was done by wiping his face with the napkin, wadding the paper into a proper ball, and depositing it on his tray. As he stirred to stand, he said, “Nice meeting you, Mr. Wallace. I promise to keep my dialog a little lighter next time. Good day, sir.”
Reed smiled as the man rose. “Good day, Senator.”
Conley picked up his tray and turned to walk away. To Reed’s astonishment, the man paused and then spun back. “If I may, Mr. Wallace…a little advice from and old-democrat-dog to a young-republican-pup. Don’t allow your official actions to be driven by any personal agenda. It will taint your term and poison your service to our great nation. I’m telling you this because I hear you’re a bright young man who truly cares about his country. I’d give anyone the exact same advice.”
Without waiting on any response, the senator left, greeting someone at each table on his way out.    
Reed immediately replayed and analyzed the entire conversation. The discussion could have been what it appeared on the surface – a casual discussion between two elected officials. On the other hand, Conley might have been issuing a friendly warning. Was he trying to say, “We know what you’re up to, don’t even think of trying anything?”
God, you’re paranoid, he thought.
The whole exchange put Reed into a funk. As if he didn’t have enough to worry about, now the senator’s words added another layer to his fog. He’d been struggling to keep his chin up and remain functional as it were. He’d even considered visiting the base chaplain and having a conversation about depression.
Just as he was beginning to feel like things might improve, the man from Ohio had thrown a proverbial wrench into his gears. Reed was just realizing his melancholy state wasn’t entirely attributable to missing his family. His internal strife was based on the struggle to set aside what had been his primary motivation during the last few years of his life – the mission to find out what had really happened to his father. Now, the collapse of society demanded he put those private concerns behind him and work for the good of the people. He was struggling to accept that change.
The Texan supposed he wasn’t the only one battling an internal struggle. The national crisis impacted everyone a little differently. Some of those he worked with had lost family members in the riots, while others had loved ones who were missing, the military unable to account for their whereabouts or status. Many people knew for certain that their homes had been destroyed. It seemed like everybody had a different worry, loss or concern. 
Reed chewed another bite of chicken, realizing the man that had shared a table with him was causing a flood of guilt to wash over him. He’s right of course. I should be that focused, he thought. I shouldn’t be worried about anything other than putting the country back together again.
Everyone at the makeshift capital realized the citizens were hurting. The elected leadership of the country was doing everything in its power to repair, resolve and organize. All the folks here are pulling together to utilize their strengths to contribute except me, thought Reed. I need to get onboard and push down this selfish desire for revenge, he resolved.

Sage yawned and pulled the blanket tighter over her shoulders. The northern gusts carried an arctic bite into the normally humid region of Texas. Her iPod was plugged into the cigarette lighter on the bridge, but she had turned off the device, feeling like her ears were becoming fatigued. The only audible melody playing now was the orchestra of groaning anchor lines and the random splashing of a fish striking the surface of the bay. Most of the boats were running generators, but the dull, constant drone of the machines faded into a constant background hum – a kind of white noise – so relaxing it was coaxing her eyelids to close. 
Before he had gone to bed, her dad had told her to wake him up if she got too sleepy. “Pulling anchor watch is about as boring as it gets. If you get tired, don’t hesitate to wake me up. I’d prefer to lose sleep versus lose the boat,” he advised.
Being the youngest, she had always felt like she didn’t contribute as much as everyone else. It seemed like she was always too slow or too weak to help out in any meaningful way. David was always so big and strong and fast. She loved her brother, but for years had secretly wished he would mess up at least once. Living in the shadow of perfection wasn’t easy. Tonight, she would pull her weight and do it flawlessly – no matter how mind numbing it was. 
Besides, Sage was troubled about her dad. His life had been hell the last year. And every time she saw him, she seemed to notice another visible sign of accelerated aging – greying at the temples, a few more wrinkles here and there, an apathetic gait. For a while, when the business was failing, her heart jumped into her throat when mom called unexpectedly. Sage was sure Wyatt was going to have a heart attack or worse yet, take his own life. Tonight, she could let him rest. 
Time to do the checklist, she thought. 
She glanced at the radar screen mounted on the dash. The glowing display was the size of a small television. Unlike its stereotypical depiction in old war movies, there wasn’t a sweeping arm circling from a central point or nested rings indicating distance from the epicenter. Sage saw a picture that looked similar to a paper chart, where the white background coincided with the water, and land was colored grass-green. She could zoom the picture in and out, her father explaining that a five-mile range was optimum. 
The radar served as an electronic watchman as well. The device contained a function called a collision avoidance alarm that sounded an alert if another vessel were on a course to collide with Boxer. Sage knew the alarm was set, but her father had warned her it wasn’t flawless. “It will only start beeping if its computer brain is certain. It helps, but you can’t trust it.”
The boats around Boxer showed as blue dots on the radar. At the five-mile range, the Marinaville fleet appeared as a blob around the middle of the map. 
Sage’s real job was to make sure an anchor didn’t pull loose during the night. That anchor could be Boxer’s or any of the other boat’s. One vessel could drift into another if it lost its grip on the bottom. Floating onto an oyster reef or one of the well platforms that dotted the bay were other possible hazards.
The lower right-hand corner of the radar screen had two big numbers – Boxer’s longitude and latitude. Those values were Sage’s charge; slight fluctuations could mean the anchor was dragging. The numbers hadn’t changed.
More for entertainment than duty, her dad had left the night vision on the bridge. “If you get really bored, look at the stars through the night vision,” he had advised. “They didn’t name it a starlight scope for nothing.” Tonight, however, the clouds weren’t going to allow any stargazing. Sage had toyed with the scope a little, sweeping her gaze over the bay, picking out the other boats and some seabirds standing on Redfish. 
She had also spied on her fellow watchmen. Three of the bigger boats had someone keeping an eye on the anchors. The larger vessels had been chosen for the task due to their having more folks aboard who were better able to share the duty, plus their hulls rose higher off the water, allowing for a better vantage. 
Sage was pretty sure one of the other lookouts was napping. Until about an hour ago, the man had lit his pipe every 30 minutes like clockwork. She hadn’t seen the flash of his lighter for over an hour now. She couldn’t see the other sentry on watch from Boxer’s bridge. At one point in time, she had been tempted to call out on the radio just to have someone to share her solitude, but had decided against it. The noise might wake up her father or brother and that would taint her contribution.
While Sage was inspecting the huddled boats, she didn’t notice a new blue dot appear on the radar screen. This dot wasn’t close to the fleet, but hugging the shoreline a mile away. Boxer’s radar detected the new presence for a moment, and then it was gone. A few minutes later, it found it again, but then it disappeared. No matter, decided the radar logic circuits, the new contact wasn’t headed directly in, nor was it going fast enough to worry about.

Buck was beginning to think his idea wasn’t so hot, but his ego wasn’t about to allow any public admission of flawed planning. Robbie and he had pushed their little 16-foot aluminum skiff into the bay an hour ago. The flat-bottomed Johnboat wasn’t designed for the oceangoing experience, but rather for calmer lakes and rivers where waves and currents weren’t such a factor. Their boat didn’t like even the light chop on the bay and made them pay for the trip with a rough, jolting ride.
To make matters worse, the small outboard motor had been left ashore. The last of the gas had been used a few days ago trying to get to more productive fishing grounds. Tonight, it was human oar power propelling them across the water, and that was a poor substitute. 
Buck sat in the front of the rowboat all smug and satisfied because he had outmaneuvered his cousin with regards to who was going to man the oars. Robbie had fallen for the same old trick of “You go first, and I’ll take over in a bit.” There was no way the two men could switch positions without tipping over the small boat. Buck looked forward to the time when Robbie finally realized he had been had. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be rowing back.
As they tentatively navigated from the shoreline, Buck realized it was going to take longer to reach the anchored boats than he had thought. The wind kept blowing them off course, and Robbie wasn’t exactly an Olympic class sculler.
Buck grunted and half-turned to Robbie, “Those dumbasses, they all have on their anchor lights like is required by the law. Haven’t they noticed there ain’t no other boats around? What are they worried about – the coast guard?”
Robbie peered around his passenger, nodding at the white twinkling lights in front of them. “They look like Christmas lights, cuz…. I sure do hope they know it’s better to give than receive.”
After what seemed like half the night, the interlopers were finally close enough to make out individual boats. Buck signaled that Robbie should take a break, and then leaned back and whispered, “We need to pick one out - one of the big ones on this side.” 
“I don’t care which one you pick, cuz. Just make sure it’s one that’s close, cause my arms are about to fall off.”
Buck nodded and swiveled on the bench to gain a better perspective of the fleet. He wanted to choose the largest possible boat because it would have the most supplies onboard, and probably the biggest fuel tanks. He wished there was a way to tell which ones were diesel and which were powered by gasoline, but that was just a chance he would have to take.
Finally, he spotted one on their side of the formation. He pointed it out to Robbie and whispered, “Let’s get this over with, cuz.”
Robbie began rowing a little faster than before, adrenaline kicking in over the anticipated heist. Buck reached for his shotgun.

Movement caught Sage’s eye as the small craft steered from behind the big catamaran anchored a few boats over. Her first thought was the small launch was from one of the other members of the fleet, but the rowboat was too big for any of them to carry as a dinghy. She picked up the night vision, studying the two men as their paddling brought them closer to Boxer. She could make out enough detail to realize they were strangers. What the heck were they doing out in the middle of the bay at 3 in the morning?  
Her next line of reasoning concluded they were fishermen. She had watched her dad and brother leave at all kinds of crazy hours in order to catch fish. These two were just a couple of fishermen from the shore who were out for a day’s catch. Satisfied she had figured it out, she leaned back in the captain’s chair as the men rowed closer and closer to the anchored flotilla. When the guy in front reached around and pulled up a big gun, Sage doubted her original hypothesis. When the small boat clearly made a turn for Boxer, she became frightened. 
Sage’s mind raced with all kinds of options. They were tired and just wanted to tie off on Boxer, perhaps needing to rest for a bit. They were having an emergency…maybe their boat was leaking or something. Maybe they were from one of the other boats, and she just didn’t recognize them. While she tried to justify whom and what they were, the small rowboat made directly for Boxer’s stern.
By the time she snapped out of it, the approaching vessel was too close for her to slide down the ladder and reach the cabin. She was hiding behind the captain’s chair, peering over the top, sure the two men had not seen her yet. She thought about yelling out and stomping on the floor to wake everyone up, but the man in the front of the boat was now pointing the shotgun toward Boxer, and she froze, certain the guy was going to shoot her. 
Panic tore through Sage’s chest when the boat stopped right behind Boxer’s swim platform, one of the men grabbing onto the deck to stabilize their tiny craft. The man in front looped a line around one of Boxer’s cleats, while the other set down his oar and picked up his own huge gun. Sage ducked even lower behind the chair and for some reason began rummaging around for something to throw at the men…maybe she could scare them off.
She opened a small storage hatch beside the helm and found one of Boxer’s emergency kits. Inside the clear plastic box was something that caught her eye – a flare gun. Her dad had taught her how to use the bright orange pistol a long time ago. It was fairly simple, and she quickly pulled off the safety pin and rose up to get a clear view of the strangers below. 
The first guy was now standing on Boxer’s transom, steadying the small boat so his partner could get out. Sage pointed the armed flare pistol at the two men and screamed, “Get off our boat!”
The sound of the screeching voice made Buck jump, and he lost his grip on the rowboat at just the wrong time. Robbie, wobbly and rocking, tried to shift his weight to get balance, but was instead thrown overboard into the chilly waters. Buck watched his cousin fall, but was more concerned about whoever was yelling from aboard his prize. He turned, raising the shotgun.
Sage pulled the trigger. The hammer fell on the 12-gauge emergency flare, striking the primer and igniting the propellant. The red-burning magnesium rocket was designed to shoot several hundred feet into the air as an emergency signal. It left the short barrel and flew directly at Buck, striking him square in the chest. 
Buck was stunned by the impact, which reminded him of being hit by a well-thrown baseball. He dropped his shotgun, watching in horror as it bounced off the deck and rattled into the water. The loss of the weapon enraged him beyond control. The bright flare ricocheted off his body and slammed into Boxer’s deck, where it was pinned into a corner, fizzling and pulsating blinding light. 
Sage immediately sprang for the ladder, desperately wanting off of the bridge and into the cabin. She slid down the steps and reached for the cabin door when a strong grip seized her from behind, tossing her to the deck like a rag doll. 
Sage gazed into the meanest pair of eyes she had ever seen. The crimson glow from the burning flare caused the filthy, unshaven man hovering over her to look like a demon, staring down at her with the intent to consume her very soul. He raised his arm, and her heart stopped. He was grasping a long knife, its shiny steel blade reflecting like fire in the throbbing radiance from the flare. Every fiber of Sage’s being focused on that dagger. As if watching a movie in slow motion, she detected the man’s arm muscles tighten, and then the blade curved downward. Sage closed her eyes, waiting on the inevitable agony she knew was going to rack her body in less than a heartbeat.
The pain never arrived. Sage peeked up and noticed the knife almost exactly where it had been, but there was something new. Another hand was part of the image, firmly clutching the wrist of the dagger- bearing demon. She detected a shifting shadow behind her attacker and then watched puzzled as his eyes changed from an expression of pure hatred to one of surprise - and then pain.
David clasped the man’s knife arm with both hands, squeezing with all his might on the wrist. He sidestepped and planted a vicious kick to the attacker’s weight-bearing knee. The resulting sound was a grotesque chorus of breaking bone, popping ligaments and an animal-like howl escaping from the victim’s throat. David’s furry was unbridled, the desire to stop the man about to slaughter his sister becoming a bloodlust roaring through his veins. The tension in the arm holding the blade dissipated, allowing David to let go with one hand. Pulling the freed hand back, David’s fist shot out with all of his rage, striking the attacker in the Adam’s apple and throat. Again and again and again, David threw his considerable strength into the blows – rapid firing as fast as his arm could reset and strike.
Buck’s last effort was more instinct than conscious thought. His brain commanded his body to twist away from the source of the searing pain that was abusing millions of nerve endings. The movement was more convulsive than controlled, yet still so violent it pulled the two men off balance. Both combatants became entangled with Sage’s legs, the girl desperately trying to kick her away from the knife. David sensed he was falling and commanded his hand to keep its grip on the arm holding the blade. Nothing else can hurt me, he told himself as he plummeted toward the deck; hold onto that knife no matter what.
The two combatants landed with a thud on the fiberglass floor of the boat. David was on top, trying to regain his leverage and position for the next attack. He felt the man underneath him spasm once, twice, and then go limp. It took a second, but he quickly deduced what had happened. Just in case the man was faking, he cautiously shifted his weight and rose. There was the hilt of the knife, the blade completely buried in the man’s sternum.
David couldn’t take his eyes off of the weapon. He didn’t notice Wyatt rushing out of the cabin, shotgun in hand, rushing to kick the flare overboard. David never heard Morgan yell for his sister, nor did he see the two girls embrace in a desperate hug.
Wyatt stood above his son and the dead man, not sure what to do. “David…It’s okay now, David…. come on, son…. It’s okay.”
In a trance, David regained his feet, his gaze never leaving the body lying on the deck. Wyatt wrapped his arm around his son, pulling him close. Wyatt noticed Morgan’s flashlight beam focusing on the knife. “Morgan!” He whispered with emphasis. When his wife looked up, he shook his head as a signal to shine the light elsewhere. 
Morgan realized what her husband meant, and with a flush in her cheeks hastily turned off the torch. This seemed to snap Sage from her silence. “Where’s the other one?”
Wyatt’s head snapped up at the question. “What other one? What do you mean?”
“There were two of them in the boat…I know there were. Where’s the other man?”
Wyatt let loose of David and immediately headed to the back of the boat with the shotgun. Wyatt could not see anything but a small johnboat. He turned and grabbed Morgan’s flashlight, using it to probe all around, but couldn’t see anyone.
Sage’s memory kicked in, replaying the horrible sequence of events. “I shot one of them with the flare gun. I think the flare hit the guy. There was a splash…a big one. I think the other man might have fallen out of the little boat.”
“David, did you see another man?”
There was no answer. Instead, David moved to the side of the boat and began to vomit over the side. Morgan moved to comfort her son. “Sage, please go get a glass of water.”
Wyatt climbed the bridge and retrieved the night vision. He scanned all around Boxer, again discovering nothing. He flipped a series of switches on the helm, and Boxer’s deck was immediately flooded by several bright lights. Wyatt picked up the radio. “All boats, all boats…this is Boxer…we had some guys attempt to board us with guns. I believe one of the men fell overboard. We don’t know if they were alone. There could be more pirates in the area.”
Wyatt knew most of the boaters were asleep, but wanted to let the other lookouts know what was going on. Seven boats over, one of the lookouts must have come to the same conclusion. “Boxer, Boxer…I’m going to fire a warning shot to wake everyone up,” crackled the radio. Shortly after the message, a loud boom echoed across the bay.
The gun blast did the trick. Throughout the fleet, lights illuminated the water, and the radio transmissions clogged the air.

By dawn, all of the boaters had checked in – all were just fine except for a lack of sleep. A frantic search swept the area around Redfish, spotlights and flashlight beams probing the night. Robbie’s body was never found.
Two different men approached Boxer in another dingy. They helped Wyatt lift the dead man into his rowboat and secured his body to the hull with rope. The shotgun found in the johnboat was added to the fleet’s arsenal. 
Wyatt pulled the drain plug in the bottom of the boarder’s craft and gave it a good shove. It would take a bit, but the small vessel would eventually sink after filling with water.
Everyone stood and watched the floating tomb drift away into the rising sun as the current carried it toward the Gulf of Mexico.
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 
Washington, D.C.
March 5, 2017
 
The thin, typeset report landed on the otherwise clear desk with significant force. The president of the United States used his fingertips to rub small circles around his eyes. The exhausted man sighed and then focused on the four men standing in front of the oval office’s historic desk.
“Gentlemen, I’m sure you all know what this report means.”
The four subordinates muttered a collective chorus of “Yes, sir.”
It was the chairman of the joint chiefs, the second highest-ranking military officer in the country, who spoke first. “Mr. President, that report leaves no doubt that the Chinese government has attacked our nation without provocation. It is an overt act of war, even though no shots were fired.”
The president’s chief of staff quickly chimed in, “I agree, Mr. President. The Red Chinese did so without regard for human life. We cannot let this act of aggression go unanswered.”
The commander-in-chief stood and moved from behind the desk. He stopped, looking out the window lost in thought. After a few moments, he half turned his head. “I’m ready to hear recommendations, gentlemen. I’m sure all of you have strong feelings about how we should respond.”
The Secretary of State wasted no time. “Mr. President, I strongly urge we carefully meter any response. It’s my belief that we should make the facts known to the United Nations and our allies. I recommend we use all avenues of diplomacy and our nation’s economic power to retaliate.”
The admiral snorted at the suggestion, and wasn’t embarrassed about it. “Our economic power? The United Nations? No offense, Mr. Secretary, but we don’t have any economic power right now. The United Nations doesn’t even have electricity as of this moment. What are they supposed to do? Throw our candles at the Chinese?”
The president interceded before the Sec-of-State could respond. “Admiral, I appreciate your position. What would you recommend?”
The question wasn’t unanticipated. “Sir, normally, I would offer up a menu of military-based options. Unfortunately, I cannot do so at this time. Our cities are in turmoil, our supply chain is non-existent, and our forces are mobilizing to support our own territory and local law enforcement. Starting a shooting war right now isn’t wise.”
The president grimaced and shook his head in disbelief. “Are you saying that we are helpless, Admiral? Are you saying that the greatest military force on the planet has been beaten?”
The chairman didn’t back down. “No, sir, I intended no such representation. Our territory is not at risk from invasion or military attack. Our national sovereignty isn’t threatened at this time. What I am saying, Mr. President, is that our prolonged offensive capabilities are severely hampered until such time as we can restart America’s manufacturing, distribution and logistics infrastructure. Without resupply, sir, we can’t sustain any significant offensive operations.”
It was the chief of staff’s turn to address the military man. “Admiral, what do you anticipate the next move by our Asian friends will be?”
The admiral’s initial answer to the question was a grunt. “If I were the Chinese, I wouldn’t do anything. I would sit back and pour as much salt in our wound as possible. I would do so with financial moves and currency manipulation. They get stronger while at the same time making us weaker. In a way, sir, I envy their position right now.”
The president turned back to the window again, clearly deep in thought. “Admiral, can we at least rattle our saber? Can we at least make them think we are going to hit them?”
Before the chairman could answer, the sec-of-state interrupted. “Sir, if I may. The British are barely hanging on. The same can be said of Japan and much of South America. Our allies in the Middle East will undoubtedly beg for a calm, measured response. The financial markets worldwide are in complete disarray. I advise caution in our reaction, sir. I believe it wise to consider the global ramifications of our next move.”
The admiral’s input surprised everyone. “He’s right, you know. Mr. President, you can order six carrier battle groups to stream toward the South China Sea right now. We can start rotating long-range bomber flights on penetration vectors. The Chinese will see them - no doubt. We can move dozens of fighter aircraft to Japan and Guam. But I ask you to consider how the rest of the world will react.”
Staring at nothing specific, the chief of staff added, “What will the American people think? How will they react?”
Frustration showed on the president’s face. “We have to do something. We cannot let such an attack on our country go unanswered, gentlemen. My tendency is to have faith in the American people, not to underestimate them. Always before, when our country has been threatened, the people have pulled together. Right now, given what is happening all around the nation, I believe we need a catalyst to accomplish just that. I’m convinced that once the people know the facts, that a foreign power caused their suffering, it will act as a uniting force…a reason to rally around the flag.”
The Pentagon’s top man wasn’t convinced. “Mr. President, I agree with the premise, but recommend caution with the timing. Let’s get the country functioning again. Let our forces establish order and then basic services. The American people’s support will be so much stronger if they are fed and have electricity. I can provide many more options if we know we can refuel our planes and feed our troops.”
The secretary of homeland security nodded in agreement. “Mr. President, it’s been just three weeks since the upheaval began. I’m already receiving reports of starvation along the eastern seaboard. Less than 10% of the country has electrical power. The transportation system is completely shut down. Hospitals are out of generator fuel and medications. Fires are burning out of control in eleven major metropolitan areas that we know of. Fewer and fewer first responders are reporting for duty. National Guard units are reporting higher and higher levels of non-reporting personnel…”
The president cut the man off. “Okay, okay…I get the picture, Mr. Secretary. I understand.” The chief executive walked around to the front of his desk and calmly leaned on the corner. He studied each man squarely, his voice steady, “Gentlemen, we cannot let the Chinese, or the rest of the world for that matter, believe for one moment we are going to let this assault go unanswered. Each of you makes a valid point, but the final responsibility resides with me. While I don’t like it, I’m willing to compromise. Admiral, surely we can at least begin to position assets where they will cause the Chinese to sweat a little?”
Thinking for a moment before responding, the senior military official said, “Yes, Mr. President, we can take some preliminary steps and begin to move forces to the region. I can move an armored brigade to South Korea, and we can reroute a few carrier groups to the Pacific.”
The commander-in-chief smiled with pleasure. “Draw up the orders, Admiral; I’ll sign them. I also want it understood that the vast majority of our military forces are to be used domestically. Let’s see if we can manage to send a message to the Chinese and get back on our feet at the same time. We’ll have our retribution after we make sure our people are secure.”

The city of Galveston, Texas possessed a long and colorful history – much of it involving corruption, skullduggery, and the darker attributes of mankind. As the Marinaville armada approached the Bolivar Roads, Wyatt got his first glimpse of the island city’s skyline. The Moody Plaza high-rise tower was normally the first structure viewable on the horizon, but this afternoon it was columns of smoke and ash rising heavenward that landmarked the town. Clearly the citizens of Galveston had suffered yet another in a long string of hardships.
Houston was nothing more than a B-player in Texas during the early 19th century - Galveston being where the action was. Once a booming coastal port, the businessmen and longshoremen who ran the city had become greedy and corrupt. The situation had gotten so out of hand, a far less desirable and clearly inaccessible docking facility gained favor with many of the Lone Star state’s reputable businessmen. Fifty miles inland and to the north, Houston’s port facility should have never existed, but graft drove visitors away from the Galveston Island’s natural deep-water harbor. 
Over the years, Houston grew and prospered while Galveston struggled - the hurricane of 1900 all but eliminating any hope of reestablishing the town’s prominence. Still distinguished as the greatest natural disaster in the history of the United States, an estimated 7,000 people perished in the storm.
During the prohibition years, prostitution, gambling, and speakeasies were openly known to exist in Galveston. The citizens of the island supported the illicit activities which translated into the burg becoming a very popular tourist destination. Wyatt grunted thinking about those wild times on the island, it must of have been the Las Vegas of its day. What should anyone expect, he thought, the place was founded by a pirate.
The fleet had no intention of steering anywhere near the island today. During normal times, boaters from Clearlake commonly motored the 28 miles south, in search of a location to dock and enjoy some of the finer seafood restaurants along the east end. No such dining excursions were in order today. After the pirate attack early this morning, avoiding people was a high priority on everyone’s list.
As the group of boats plied south through the bay, they passed the site of another historic disaster, this one manmade. To the southwest, Wyatt could discern cranes looming over the port of Texas City. In 1947, while the small town was enjoying the post-war economic boom, an explosion there killed over 500 people and injured thousands more. A German freighter loaded with fertilizer exploded with such force its anchor was recovered several miles away. The event caused two nearby ships, both full of the same ammonia nitrate, to catch fire and then detonate. This second set of atmospheric eruptions completely wiped out the first responders heading in to fight the flames. The people of Galveston, 14 miles away, were knocked to their knees by the blast wave. 
That catastrophic event and the subsequent recovery resulted in the small community referring to itself as “the town that refused to die.” Wyatt hoped the same resolve that had sustained the citizens of yesterday worked as well for the current populace.
The flotilla was approaching the Bolivar Roads, one of the busiest intersections of commercial marine traffic in the world. At this spot, the Houston Ship Channel, the Intracoastal Waterway, and the Texas City Channel all met in what amounted to a Times Square-like interchange of water-borne tonnage. Normally, Wyatt and the rest of the skippers in the fleet would be on high alert in this area, but not today. Probably more than anything he had witnessed so far, the lack of super-tankers, football-field-sized container vessels, and oceangoing tugs made it clear how bad the situation was. The radar showed the roads were completely void of any traffic.
To anything other than a large commercial vessel heading southwest out of Houston, there was what amounted to a fork in the road ahead. Galveston Bay essentially ended leaving two choices – west along the Intracoastal Waterway or east to the open waters of the Gulf of Mexico.
The Intracoastal, or “The Ditch” as it is commonly called, is a manmade channel of water that winds its way from Brownsville, Texas all the way along the United States coastline, eventually reaching New Jersey. In the early 1900s, construction began on the system that eventually resulted in a maritime superhighway. A system of dredged channels connected the country’s natural bays, lakes, and rivers, providing one of the longest protected passageways in the world. The system was designed so commercial traffic could avoid the dangers of open ocean transport. It was possible to float from the Mexican border all the way to upper eastern seaboard without navigating into the open, often dangerous waters of the Atlantic Ocean or Gulf of Mexico.
Normally, the fleet of smaller boats from Marinaville would have chosen The Ditch for its protection. It had been decided that avoiding the Intracoastal was the lesser of two evils, and the group would head offshore and into the Gulf for this leg of the journey. Wyatt recalled the intense discussion over this choice. Going offshore was a risk. The rambunctious waves of the gulf could make the transit rocky for hefty vessels, let alone the least seaworthy of their group. 
On the other hand, several sections of the Intracoastal were lined with housing developments and communities along the banks. The boats would be easy prey for anyone wanting to cause a problem from shore. The Brazos River locks posed an insurmountable challenge and so determined the course of the flotilla. Without electrical power, the mechanism wouldn’t be operational, and there was no way of knowing if the locks would be open or closed. 
One of the primary concerns with going offshore was the sailboats. These vessels weren’t built for speed. Their hull design was such that they could maneuver and maintain course at a slower pace. Powerboats posed an entirely different, but equally threatening challenge. Most of these smaller vessels were much, much faster, but couldn’t steer nearly as well at low speeds. Even in moderately rough water, these smaller boats needed to maintain twice the speed as their wind-powered cousins to keep their bows pointed in the right direction and ride the waves properly. Keeping everyone together might be a serious problem.
After the fleet crossed the Bolivar Roads, they began the turn southeast, heading for the gulf. As Boxer rounded the bend, Wyatt was stunned at the scene that appeared off the bow. Boxer’s path was blocked by dozens and dozens of anchored ships. For as far as his eyes could see, a congestion of freighters, tankers, and cargo vessels crowded the Galveston entry channel, the line of ships stretching far out into the gulf. 
The radio instantly came to life with an indecipherable gargle of hails. 
Wyatt glared at the radio with a confused expression, not recognizing any of the voices. It took a few minutes, but finally the broadcast traffic settled down, and one voice came through. “Pleasure boats in Galveston Channel, this is the Estes Marie. I repeat, pleasure boats exiting Galveston Channel, this is the Estes Marie. We are anchored off of your starboard bow and are in desperate need of assistance. We have a medical emergency. We are out of food and cannot raise anyone on land. Please respond – over.”
No sooner than that message had made it through, the frequencies were again flooded with garbled traffic from several of the ships. Wyatt could isolate a few calls for assistance, another request of ferry service to the shore, and one offer to barter. All of the radio operators scrambled for airtime - talking over each other - and it was nearly impossible to untangle the mass of chatter. 
Movement caught Wyatt’s eye as a slender and sleek speedboat suddenly roared out of Galveston, its course on an intercept for the Marinaville boats. Wyatt hit the intercom button next to the radio and commanded, “Morgan, I need David up here right away.” 
A few moments later, David’s head appeared at the top of the ladder. “What’s up, Dad?” His question was quickly punctuated by a distinct wolf whistle. “Wow…look at all those ships,” he remarked, admiringly, as he took in the surroundings. 
Wyatt nodded toward the approaching speedboat, now close enough to determine four men toting rifles, riding in the craft.
“Oh, crap,” was David’s response, and he disappeared to fetch his own firearm. Wyatt slowed Boxer, hoping some of the other friendly boats would catch up. They would need reinforcements if there were going to be trouble.
The speedboat came alongside Boxer, staying out about 100 feet. One of the men held up a handmade sign that read, “RADIO – 4.”
Wyatt acknowledged the sign, flashing a curt nod toward the bobbing craft, and switched to channel four on the VHF. A gravelly voice spoke through the speaker. “Stay away from our ships, buddy…unless you want trouble.”
Without thinking, Wyatt keyed the mic and responded, “Your ships? I’m not sure what you mean.”
“These ships out here belong to us. We’re handling all of the business with them. We ain’t going to have anyone nosing in on our territory.”
Wyatt shook his head, still not quite comprehending what the guy meant. Two of the fleet’s boats were catching up now, each one brandishing a shooter. This is turning into some sort of waterborne showdown at the O.K. corral. 
After a moment, Wyatt responded. “We are just passing through, friend. We don’t want any trouble,” and then cursed himself for the B-grade Western movie response.
The answer seemed to cause a debate on the speedboat. Wyatt could see from the body language that there was disagreement among the crew. David’s voice sounded from the deck below. “Dad, I see two more boats full of armed men heading toward us. I think these guys have called for reinforcements.”
A few moments later, “Dad, we need to either get out of here, or let me sink these guys. We are going to be way outnumbered in less than a minute.”
Wyatt weighed the options while scrutinizing the four men. Their gestures were very animated, waving arms and pointing fingers. Wyatt didn’t believe they had spotted David just yet. The other robber-boats were coming closer; he had to do something.
Picking up the radio mic, he switched to the fleet’s channel and announced, “Everyone go around Boxer and hurry…full speed…we’ll hold these guys off.”
Wyatt looked down into the cockpit. “David, go tell your mom and sister to lay flat on the floor.” He watched as his son’s eyes flashed large with realization. David nodded, immediately turning to the cabin door and delivering the message.
The Marinaville boats started passing by Boxer, going to full throttle as soon as they were clear. Wyatt turned the radio back to channel four and announced into the microphone, “Hey, you guys still on this channel?”
The response came quickly, “Yeah. What do you want?”
“What I want is for you to back off and send those other boats away. We only want to pass through. I’m getting tired of watching you guys argue.”
“We’re trying to decide if we want your boats, too. I wouldn’t be getting up in anybody’s face if I were you, bud.”
Wyatt held the radio down to his side and exhaled. I don’t want this, he thought. I wish there was another way.
Taking a deep breath, Wyatt’s voice was so calm; he didn’t recognize it as his own. “David, shoot out their engines.”
David fired the first shot a few seconds later. It was the signal Wyatt was waiting for. He pushed the throttles forward for full power while turning the steering wheel at the same time. David’s first round took the crew of the small boat by surprise. Before they could recover, Boxer was barreling down directly at them, gaining speed. Round after round flew at the small boat. Small geysers of water erupted into the air around the hull of the pirate’s vessel, soon followed by sparks flaring from the hood of its outboard motor. David was adjusting his aim, his bullets now hitting the mark. 
Boxer covered the distance in a few moments, her massive bow bearing down at almost 12 knots. Men started jumping overboard, motivated by Boxer’s clear intent to ram their tiny craft. At the last second, Wyatt swung the wheel hard, barely missing a collision. That first boat wasn’t his main concern. He was more concerned over the two new vessels and holding them off until the rest of the fleet could get by. 
David shifted his fire toward the next enemy craft, small splashes of water rising in front of the rapidly approaching threat. Wyatt saw small flashes of light blinking on the oncoming craft and instinctively ducked low behind the dash – they were shooting at Boxer. The cracking-thump of a round impacting a few feet from Wyatt confirmed the nightmare. The bullet punched a small hole in the fiberglass bulkhead of the bridge, missing critical helm components by mere inches. 
Boxer was rolling at full speed now, her 45,000 pounds plowing through the sea and leaving a huge V-shaped trough of water in her wake. 
As best as Wyatt could, he tried to ram the first boat, but it was far too nimble and easily veered away. What it couldn’t escape was Boxer’s stern wake, a six-foot high wall of fast-moving water. The driver hit it at a bad angle, causing the attacking vessel to ramp high into the air. Wyatt watched as the airborne boat rose over the crest of Boxer’s stern-wave, gradually turning on its side. The boat-turned-aircraft slammed down into the water, the jarring impact throwing all aboard into disarray. The landing was so violent, the driver instinctively slowed his boat down, providing the window David needed. 
The twin outboards began receiving lead as David’s barking rifle poured round after round into the motors. The outboard closest to Boxer caught fire, initiating even more scrambling by the already confused crew. Men were climbing all over each other in an effort to escape David’s withering hail of bullets and find the vessel’s fire extinguisher.
The skipper of the third boat saw what was happening to his predecessors and decided to turn around, engines wailing as it sped off, back toward Galveston. 
Wyatt swung Boxer around in a wide arch and slowed the big yacht down. He yelled for David to check on the girls while he remained on vigil, watching as the Marinaville boats scuttled past. It would be a few minutes before the last of the armada was safely headed out to the gulf.
Father and son gazed from the bridge as the men from the burning attack boat began swimming, kicking hard for the nearby rock jetties. Finally, David broke the silence. “Dad, I gotta hand it to you - that took a rather large pair of nads.”
Wyatt held up a trembling hand for his son to see. “Right now, I don’t feel so brave. I have no idea why I just did that. Seemed like the right thing to do – I guess.”
Morgan and Sage appeared from below, shaken, but okay. The crew of Boxer had just finished exchanging a round of hugs when the last of the fleet streamed past.
 

 
Boxer hung back from the long line of Marinaville boats heading out into the gulf. Progress was slow in order to avoid the obstacle course of anchored ships occupying the narrow passage. The route was bordered on both sides by the Galveston Jetties. The 800-foot wide space between the protective walls of concrete and rock was congested not only with ships, but also their long anchor scope of chain and steel cable.
The jetties stretched for over 35,000 feet into the open waters of the gulf. Boxer was just closing the gap when the first of the fleet’s vessels reached the end of the breakwaters and entered the open, unprotected waters beyond. The captain of the lead cruiser didn’t report good news. “We have 5 to 6- foot seas out here. They’re rolling in pretty strong. I’m not so sure this is a good idea.”
The captain of the second boat in line quickly chimed in. “Ouch! This is going to be one very rough ride. Is there any alternative?”
Wyatt’s family, gathered on the bridge heard him grumble. “We can’t seem to catch a break. What are we going to do now? Those guys from Galveston are going to come back with a bunch of buddies if we anchor. Unless we go back up the bay, I don’t see any way to wait for calmer seas. We only have enough fuel to do that once or twice. Talk about a rock and a hard place.”
Six-foot waves weren’t normally associated with shipwrecks, and all of the vessels in the armada were designed to handle them under normal operating conditions. There was an old saying among boaters – the boat will handle more than you will. Six-footers would pound the smaller boats to death. At good speed, this trip required almost four hours of offshore travel. The high seas would lengthen that time considerably. In addition to the crews having their dental fillings jarred loose, there were other ramifications to a rough water passage. 
In rough seas, things broke more often. Wiring bounced loose, hoses popped off, and machinery gave out. There wasn’t a single skipper in the fleet that wanted to spend an hour in six-foot rollers. In addition, all of the boats were loaded with hundreds of pounds of extra supplies. Having a twenty-pound box of canned food acting like a pinball inside of the cabin was a recipe for someone or something being damaged. 
The lead boats were circling at the end of the jetties, waiting on the rest of the line. Several of the captains were discussing the situation as Boxer approached. Their conversation was interrupted by a new voice crackling over the radio. “Pleasure boats at the mouth of the Galveston jetties, this is the Diego Maru; my ship can offer shelter on our leeward side. We would also like to discuss a trade.”
Wyatt’s eyebrows lifted, and he drew David in close. “Now there’s an idea. One of the massive tankers could protect us from the waves until things calmed down. I wonder what they want to trade.”
David shrugged his shoulders. “Ask ’em.”
Wyatt picked up the radio mic. “Diego Maru, this is Boxer. Go on, Captain, what do you have in mind?”
“Boxer, we are a Suez-Max class tanker of 290 meters in length. We are anchored two miles off the jetties. I’m watching your group right now. I can offer a place to tie up, my hull providing shelter. I also have diesel fuel aplenty, and would consider bartering.”
David whistled, “Wow, 290 meters is a lot of ship. That’s bigger than all of Redfish.”
Wyatt radioed the other boats, “Captains, what do we have to lose? Anybody have a problem with nestling up to big brother until things settle down?”
No one voiced any objection. Twenty minutes later, the fleet approached the giant ship - and a giant she was. Just over three football fields in length and standing almost 10 stories high, the Diego Maru was a floating mountain of a vessel. Even the short, two-mile ride out to the tanker had banged and thumped all of the smaller boats. As soon as the vessels starting pulling alongside the tanker, the water’s surface became almost flat.
Boxer approached what appeared to be a solid, endless wall of steel. The black hull of Diego Maru seemed to rise straight out of the water and disappear into the sky. Wyatt felt odd being so close to something so massive. Normally, when these huge carriers were underway, pleasure boats avoided them like a mouse avoids a stampeding elephant. New boaters are warned over and over again that the huge ships can’t stop or turn. If your little fiberglass hull gets in the way, it will be crushed by the bow and whittled to toothpick-sized bits by the truck-sized propellers. It’s a visualized lesson that doesn’t often have to be repeated.
From somewhere above, giant dock lines were lowered. These ropes were as thick as Wyatt’s leg, but provided a secure point for all of the pleasure boats to tie on. A quick exchange of radio messages resulted in the captain of the supertanker agreeing to visit Boxer. Wyatt radioed for one of the jet-skis to pick up the hitchhiking shipmaster. Before long, a single man lowered himself via the steel ladder bolted to the side of the large vessel’s hull. After a descent of several minutes, the man managed to climb aboard the Jet-Ski, and before long a passenger was aboard Boxer.
The captain of the Diego Maru was much younger than Wyatt had imagined. In his late 30s, Captain Roland Ripple was dressed in deck shoes, khaki pants, and a bright yellow polo shirt. He sported a trim, short beard and wore a baseball hat with the logo and name of his ship underneath the embroidered title of “CAPTAIN.” Wyatt liked the man immediately.
As Captain Ripple was introduced to Wyatt’s family, he bowed slightly at the waist and shook everyone’s hand in turn. When he finally reached Wyatt, the man addressed Boxer’s master as “Captain,” a sign of respect.
Morgan fussed over their guest, offering something to drink and eat. A glass of water was accepted and everyone sat down to talk.
“Do you have any news of what is happening? We came through the Panama Canal 21 days ago. Since arriving here, I can’t raise the harbormaster or my owners on the phone. The shortwave is dead. Other than the rest of these ships here, we don’t have any source of information - no satellite television or phone.” 
Wyatt relayed what he knew, which wasn’t much. When he described the conditions onshore, Captain Ripple’s eyes conveyed a solemn, almost sad understanding. “I’d pretty much assumed there was some sort of collapse or attack.”
Morgan asked, “What about your crew? Is everyone all right?”
Captain Ripple nodded, adding, “We’re lucky. We have a top quality sick bay and well-trained medics onboard. Most of these other vessels here are short-range haulers with limited resources. We are fully equipped and stocked for weeks. It won’t last forever, but right now I’ve only cut back on rations for a few items.”
Sage was calculating the number of heads peering over the tanker’s rail above Boxer. “How many crewmen does it take to run a big ship like this?”
“We have a total crew of 28. My seamen and officers hail from 11 different countries. I’m sure several of them are observing us right now.” 
Morgan cleared her throat and asked, “Are we the first people from shore you’ve seen?”
The captain shook his head, “No. About ten days ago, a small boat approached and hailed us, indicating they wanted to trade. They tried to rob us, but my men kept them away by blasting them with our fire hoses.”
Wyatt grimaced, “I think we met your friends a little while ago. They weren’t very welcoming.”
Captain Ripple nodded. “I was listening to the play-by-play on the radio. You did a lot of people a favor. Those guys were pure thugs, career criminals. They’ve been extorting most of the vessels anchored here for several days now.”
David glanced at Wyatt, smiled and shook his head, still not believing his father had pulled that off. “So captain, you mentioned something about a trade. What is it that you need?”
The tanker’s skipper reached in his pocket and removed a piece of paper, passing it to Wyatt. “Anything on the list would be appreciated. We have diesel fuel, some medical supplies, and a small machine shop onboard. I’m willing to make a fair trade. I’m taking the position that we are going to be here for a while. Many of the other ships have reached the same conclusion.”
Wyatt examined the list while his family peeked over his shoulder. He grunted at the first item, fishing poles. Most of the list made immediate sense, but a couple of the items defied explanation.
“Captain, what do you mean by ‘ferry service’?”
“We have plenty of diesel fuel, but only a few weeks of food.” The man pointed at a nearby cargo ship, “That bulk carrier over there is full of rice and other foodstuffs. Their captain wants to trade because he’s short on diesel fuel for his generators. The problem is, neither of us have a launch that can ferry cargo back and forth.”
David looked skyward at the deck of Diego Maru, shielding his eyes from the sun. “What about your lifeboats? Can’t you use them?”
Ripple grimaced, “Our lifeboats are flotation units only. They don’t have any propulsion. We’re working on that right now, but even if we do rig something up, it will probably only get us to shore. Some of the other vessels you see anchored here have already been abandoned. They had the old-fashioned boats with oars or motors, and many of them headed to shore days ago. I’m not sure how they fared.”
Morgan wanted clarification. “So you need a boat to haul supplies back and forth between these big ships?”
“Yes, ma’am, that would be a big help. Some of these vessels have cargo aboard that will keep the crews on other ships alive.”
Wyatt surveyed the towering behemoth beside them. “How would we load and unload the cargo, Captain? I can’t see carrying a lot of weight up and down that 10-story ladder.”
Again, Ripple had thought that through. “We have a small davit on deck. We use it to lift supplies aboard. We can raise or lower up to 2,000 pounds.”
The conversation continued back and forth for over an hour. Several times, Wyatt and Captain Ripple moved to the bridge, talking to nearby ships over the radio. By mid-afternoon, an itinerary was organized. 
Wyatt looked up at David, “This is going to be a complex. It makes going to the mall with your mother and sister look simple.” The remark drew a punch on the shoulder from Morgan, who playfully snatched the list from Wyatt’s hand and examined it critically. She shared the plan with Sage, who smirked at her dad. “Piece of cake compared to our normal Saturday shopping sprees.”
Wyatt filled the airwaves with a flurry of conversation between Boxer and the other boats in the Marinaville fleet. After he explained what had been planned, the other captains agreed, and everyone received their assignments. At first light, four of the small pleasure boats would become bulk goods haulers and shuttle supplies between their ocean-going neighbors.
The jet-ski taxi returned, and Captain Ripple shook hands with Boxer’s master. “Wyatt, you can count on our help should you good people ever need it. I think we’re going to be here for a while.” 
The ocean conditions were better the following morning, but the wind was blowing onshore, and everyone knew the seas would continue to grow as the day progressed. Wyatt was glad they didn’t have to attempt the next leg of the journey south just yet.
Four of the Marinaville boats were tasked to become merchant ships of a sort, while the rest remained tied to Diego Maru. One by one, the captains of the small vessels untied and moved off to load their assigned cargo. Boxer’s job was to haul three 50-gallon drums of diesel fuel to a nearby cargo ship in exchange for several dozen bags of rice.
Back and forth the nimble boats traveled, redistributing bartered goods ranging from a few small cans of yeast to several pounds of flour. The captains of the commercial vessels had evidently been communicating with each other for days; everyone knew exactly what they needed for their crew to survive. 
As the day wore on, Morgan sought to coordinate a similar list of items that were in short supply with the fleet. By late afternoon, the final load was being lifted from Boxer’s deck – winched skyward to the deck of an Argentinian bulk carrier.
David and Sage were covered in sweat, having lifted, shoved, tied, and guided several loads onto and off of Boxer’s small deck. “Who needs a gym membership with a job like this?” Sage had commented.
The fleet of little boats benefited as well. Before leaving the marina, every scavenged fishing pole, reel and tackle box had been bartered. For the sailors stuck on the commercial ships, fishing over the side would be an important food supply, so the tackle was in high demand.
Another valuable commodity was firearms. International law prohibited the big ships from carrying any weapons. The recent encounters with the pirates made everyone in the Marinaville fleet wish they were better armed. Not a single one of the pleasure boaters wanted to give up any of their limited supply, so only the salvaged pirate shotgun and a few odds and ends were offered up for trade. At one point, a crewman on a natural gas tanker had offered five gold Rolex watches as payment for Wyatt’s shotgun. “You can’t eat or shoot a wristwatch – sorry, no deal,” was his response.
The only real problem with the massive exchange occurred at dusk. Wyatt was topping off Boxer’s fuel tanks using a hand pump attached to a 50-gallon drum, when a radio squawk requested that he visit one of his neighboring pleasure boats. After finishing with the fuel transfer, Wyatt rode the waverunner to the nearby cruiser and was welcomed aboard.
Kenny and Clare McClure were long-time boaters in their mid-60s. Wyatt could tell something was wrong immediately by the expressions on their faces.  
Kenny shook Wyatt’s hand, and then Clare kissed the visitor’s cheek. The older man began, “Wyatt, I’ll get right to the point. We’ve been offered a cabin aboard one of these freighters. The captain proposed room and board in exchange for our ferrying cargo back and forth until things return to normal. Clare and I are going to accept their proposition.”
Wyatt was initially angry. Recruiting new crew was never part of any bargain with the ships. Still, he thought, it wasn’t excluded either. He attempted to keep his expression neutral. “Kenny, Clare, I’m not sure what to say.”
Clare spoke up. “Wyatt, we appreciate all you and the others have done, but we’re not cut out for this. We almost wrecked your boat back at Redfish because we don’t have the skills necessary for this kind of adventure. And while we aren’t leaking anymore, we’re down to one engine. The thought of living on this small little boat for a long time just doesn’t sit well with us. Our boat isn’t set up for the long-term like a lot of the others. I think we’ll be more comfortable on board that bigger ship.”
Wyatt’s momentary flash of irritation subsided. Imagine attempting this expedition 15-20 years from now when you’re their age. He nodded, thinking it all made sense. Kenny wasn’t done yet. “We’re not the only ones. Bill and his Anita have made the same decision.”
Again, Wyatt couldn’t blame them. He didn’t like the thought of the fleet breaking up or losing a single able-bodied hand, but it wasn’t going to be an easy lifestyle at Army Hole.
“I think I speak for everyone on this – I wish you all the absolute best of luck. If it’s not the right decision, you can always rejoin us later at the island.”
Clare stepped forward and gave Wyatt a final embrace, her eyes searching for evidence of Wyatt’s understanding of their decision, if not his endorsement. “We wanted to let you know first, Wyatt. You’ve gotten us through so much and we…well, we wanted you to know before we let everyone else know.”
Kenny pumped Wyatt’s hand one last time. As Wyatt hailed the water taxi, Kenny got on the radio and made his announcement to the fleet. It was a poignant moment for all – Marinaville was losing four of her esteemed citizens.
 
Gulf of Mexico
March 7, 2017
 
The following morning was calm and crisp. The sun was rising in the east, when Marinaville’s fleet began firing engines up and down the lines from Diego Maru. Wyatt looked up to see several men peering over the tanker’s rail. As Boxer and the other vessels edged away, the men above waved farewell. 
Boxer turned south, loaded to the hilt with diesel fuel and about 300 pounds of supplies strapped to her decks. Most of the craft in the flotilla carried similar loads of additional supplies, but the extra items didn’t seem to make up for the loss of two of their own. Boxer was laden with four huge bags of rice and three brand new 12-volt batteries. Wyatt steered the bow into the slight two-foot rollers coming across the gulf. If the fleet could make good progress before the sun heated the air, the morning’s journey would be much smoother.
It was 88 miles down the Texas coast before the fleet would head into Matagorda Bay. The inlet was a maintained channel used by commercial traffic, and Wyatt wasn’t concerned about that portion of the excursion. Once inside the bay, however, the fleet would have to trek through several narrow passages, and the possibility of outside contact was high. The potential danger in that leg of the trip was not something that could be calculated from maps and guidebooks; it was a complete unknown. What the voyagers would find after landing at Army Hole was a nagging concern as well.
Wyatt glanced down at the radar display and navigation systems. They were making just over seven knots, or almost eight miles per hour. They should arrive an hour or so before dusk.
Sage and David were sitting on the bow. Since they had begun boating, the front of the boat had been the kids’ favorite position. There was less engine noise up there and always a fresh breeze. On calm days, the ride was very smooth. So much so that Sage liked to call it “her magic carpet ride.”
Morgan was just ascending the ladder to the bridge with a fresh cup of coffee when Sage squealed in delight, pointing toward the water. There, riding in Boxer’s bow wake were four bottlenose dolphins, frolicking in the waves. The graceful, grey mammals were a common site in the gulf, but still generated a warm reaction from all aboard. They would swoop up and break the surface and then slide smoothly back below. Wyatt didn’t know, but he guessed the water being displaced by Boxer’s passing provided the intelligent animals some sort of challenge or game.
Wyatt sipped his coffee and looked to starboard where he could see the coastline in the distance. The fleet was about four miles offshore, and he wondered if they were visible to the naked eye from land. The water was less than 30 feet deep out here, crystal clear and a royal color of blue.
To port lay open waters, the horizon broken here and there by the giant offshore drilling platforms and wells. Wyatt couldn’t help but wonder if the men manning those floating rigs had been rescued or relieved. Shaking his head to clear the bad thoughts, he focused his attention back on the navigation system.
The fleet’s route was taking it past one more potential danger point – the City of Freeport, Texas. While Freeport wasn’t a big town, it was located right on the coast and had a significant level of marine activity. Wyatt made a mental note to watch the radar with more diligence as they approached that area.
    
 



Chapter 10
 
 
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
March 8, 2017
 
“Dad, I’ve got good news and bad news,” David’s voice sounded over the radio. 
Wyatt had been waiting on the call since the jet-skis had sped ahead of the fleet, their goal to scout Army Hole. The fleet was almost there.
“What’s up, son?”
“First the good news – there’s nobody here, and it doesn’t look like anyone has been around in a long time.”
The information improved Wyatt’s mood immediately. His biggest fear was they would travel all this way and find out someone else had the same idea.
“The bad news is the approach to Army Hole is very shallow. I’m not sure everyone can get in.”
Wyatt sighed. He knew that for years a passenger ferry ran from the mainland to the island and that would’ve kept the approach from silting in. No one in Marinaville knew for sure when the park department discontinued the ferry, but it had been some years ago. Without any activity, it was only natural the bottom would shoal.
“How shallow?”
“Dad, I can’t tell for sure. I can see the bottom here and there. I’m coming back for a boat pole to measure the depth. I suggest all the boats slow down until we make sure we can get in.”
“Okay David, see you in a bit.”
Morgan stood up. “I’ll get the pole ready for him.”
Wyatt added, “Grab one of the good flashlights too, please. It’ll be dark soon, and he may need it.”
Morgan nodded and made for the ladder.
Wyatt stared over his shoulder at the long line of boats behind him. They only had about 90 minutes of daylight left, and that bothered him. Docking all of these boats in an unknown, tight area would be difficult enough in broad daylight – doing so at night would be asking for trouble. 
Before leaving Southland, everyone had gathered all of the cruising guides, charts, and tour books available. These sources provided little information. Army Hole wasn’t very popular. Isolated and lacking amenities such as water and electricity resulted in few visitors and no publicity. Still, they had been able to estimate the size of the docking area from the various descriptions and nautical charts. No one liked depending on such limited data, but it was a chance they had to take. They all hoped everyone would fit.
Wyatt could see David’s waverunner scooting across the water, heading in at almost 50 mph. The craft slowed, pulling up to Boxer’s swim platform where Morgan handed David the boat pole and flashlight.
As the jet boat blasted off, Wyatt had to laugh at his son. David held the long, aluminum pole like a lance, pretending to be riding his trusty steed in a jousting match. At least he’s not lost his sense of humor in all this, he thought.
The fleet continued to creep its way into the Matagorda Ship Channel, barely making enough speed to maintain their course. The short waterway provided an entrance from the Gulf of Mexico into Matagorda Bay, a body of water over twice the size of their home waters, Galveston Bay.
Before long, the radio crackled again with David’s voice. “Dad, this is going to be tricky. At the entrance to the approach, the bottom has shoaled to about three feet. It’s very soft silt, so we might be able to plow through. We’ve found a channel of sorts that runs four to five feet the rest of the way in. It zigzags a little, but we can guide everyone in.”
Wyatt took a moment to digest the report. Three feet was shallow – very shallow. Boxer required at least four, and some of the other boats in the fleet needed five. This was going to be a knuckle biter. Wyatt responded on the radio, “Okay David, I’ll use Boxer to bust through the entrance. Say a prayer there aren’t any big rocks in that silt.”
As the fleet entered Matagorda Bay, the Intracoastal branched off to their left. Wyatt pointed Boxer toward the ditch, suddenly feeling a little claustrophobic with the closeness of the shoreline. The entrance to Army Hole was only a few hundred yards south of where The Ditch met the bay. Up ahead, David and the other jet boat idled, waiting on the fleet.
Two large poles were set about 20 feet apart to mark the entrance. A thin strip of land separated the Intercoastal Waterway from the shallow inlet of the state park where Army Hole was located. The entrance was a small cut, probably dredged years ago. The area David had found shoaled was like a speed bump for boats leaving The Ditch and heading into the park’s waters.
Wyatt was worried about two different problems. The first was tearing off or bending one of Boxer’s big propellers. Those wheels hung the lowest below the waterline. There were no propeller shops anymore and no boatyards to haul a damaged vessel to dry dock for repairs.
The second potential issue would be running Boxer aground and not being able to back her off. The entrance was barely wide enough for Boxer to fit. If she were stuck on the bottom, others boats wouldn’t be able to pass. Towing her off in the confined waters of the Intracoastal would be extremely difficult.
David glided next to Boxer and yelled up at his father, “I’ve poked around as much as I can. I think it’s all soft silt as far down and the pole will go. Good luck!”
After the nimble jet boat was clear, Wyatt spun Boxer around with her bow pointed at the entrance. He pushed the throttles forward, and the big boat started its charge at the cut. There was only enough room for her to reach five knots before the entrance, but that still seemed awful fast to everyone on board.
Right before impacting the bottom, Wyatt threw the throttles into neutral, taking all of the power away from the props. “Brace for impact!”
When Boxer hit the bottom, it was like hitting the brake of an automobile in an emergency - everyone pushed forward by the sudden loss of momentum. The sound coming from the bottom of the boat was like sandpaper rubbing wood. Right before she came to a complete halt, Wyatt slammed the transmissions into reverse and applied throttle. Boxer’s twin diesel power plants roared with power and the hull vibrated from the torque. For a moment they didn’t move, held fast in the mud. The expression on Wyatt’s face said it all – if they were stuck it was big trouble. A few anxious moments passed before Boxer’s big propellers bit into the water, causing her to sluggishly begin backing off the bottom. 
As Wyatt backed the vessel to its original starting point, a cloud of stress fell over the bridge. Wyatt searched Morgan’s expression for some level of confidence in his waterlogged strategy. “You know, if we can’t get to the island we’re screwed. The gas boats won’t have enough fuel to get back- even if we decided to return. There’s no place around here we can go. I hope I haven’t led us all to a dead end.”
Morgan reached over and touched Wyatt’s arm. “You’ll get us in there. I know you will. Don’t give up.”
Wyatt stopped Boxer and stared at the cut in front of him. He shook his head. “I should’ve kept my mouth shut, Morgan. Who was I to suggest any sort of plan? Everything I touch seems to turn into a big disaster.”
“Wyatt, you’ve got to keep trying. We’ve made it too far to stop now.” 
Wyatt’s expression changed from helplessness to determination. “You’re right as usual, Morgan.”
He looked over at a very concerned wife and daughter. “What do we have to lose now? Here we go again - hang on,” and pushed the throttles forward.
Boxer thundered at the cut again. This time the impact wasn’t nearly as noticeable, and without slowing much at all, they busted through. A cheer rose up from the bridge; the radio came alive with renewed hope and excitement. They were in!
Wyatt glanced over his shoulder at the muddy water boiling behind Boxer. He had never imagined using his boat like a snowplow, but it had worked. Even the vessels behind him that required more water should be able to make it now.
One of the waverunners led Boxer through the estuary to Army Hole. The shallow inlet bordering the park was less than a quarter of a mile wide, with a few small fingers of land between the cut and the dock.
The sun was just touching the western horizon when Morgan and Sage tied the last line on the port side. There wasn’t enough room for each vessel to have its own mooring, but that had been expected. Fenders were draped over the starboard side of Boxer’s hull to provide cushion for the next boat in line. 
One by one, the fleet arrived in predetermined order. The next boat pulled in beside Boxer, and with Wyatt’s help, was pulled tight against the fenders. All in all, there was enough dock space for six of the larger boats to tie up against the concrete bulkhead lining Army Hole. The rest of the vessels secured themselves to one another, a formation called “rafting.”
The light had faded to late dusk when Wyatt finally had the chance to step off of Boxer and onto dry land for the first time in two days. Morgan and Sage wasted no time in joining him. He smiled at them, “Being a land lover isn’t so bad, I think.”
As the three explored around the edge of the port, all of the boaters appeared to be in good spirits. Excited voices resounded from many of the travelers, “We made it!” and “What a trip!”
Many of the captains made a point to hop off their boats and pump Wyatt’s hand. Morgan received her share of hugs, and when David joined the small gathering onshore, he received a fair dose of thanks and congratulations.
Wyatt let the good feelings flow unabated. His sixth sense told him the others needed to let their hair down after the harrowing trip from Southland. Deep down inside, he was still worried. There was so much to do, so many things that could still go wrong. 
As he quietly watched the celebrations, Wyatt couldn’t help but run through a mental checklist of potential glitches. Having enough food was always going to be a struggle. Medical care was another concern, as one strong bout of flu could devastate the entire community. Division of labor was a long-term problem that might become a serious matter. Would the younger members of the workforce resent doing the majority of the daily jobs that were required for their survival? Would they begrudge the older folks who couldn’t perform as much physical toil?
Morgan noticed the serious look on her husband’s face and pulled him aside. “You okay, hun?”
“Yeah…I’m fine. We’ve got a lot of challenges ahead of us, Morgan. This isn’t going to be easy. You and I moved to the boat with the promise of making our lives simpler. I think that promise has been broken.”
Pulling Wyatt’s hand into hers, Morgan searched his eyes. “Wyatt, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re acting like a leader. In a way, it’s good to see you thinking about the next hurdle…the next problem. It makes me feel better knowing someone is looking that direction.” 
Morgan stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “For now, let it go. We’ve done very well so far, my husband. We’ll make it through somehow – we always do. As far as your promise, don’t worry about it. ‘Robinson Crusoe’ was one of my favorite books. Now I get to live it for real.”
Wyatt chuckled and looked around for a few seconds. “I hope we don’t have any cannibals on this island.”
Morgan’s expression flashed serious, but only for a moment. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
March 9, 2017
 
The first day at Matagorda Island dawned clear and bright. Despite the exhausting journey and late arrival at Army Hole, most of the boaters were up early to view their new surroundings for the first time in broad daylight. 
Gradually, sleepy heads and stretching bodies appeared up and down the rows of boats, many throwing weak greetings or groggy gestures at their neighbors. The smell of coffee drifted around the docks, most of the vessels still having a small stock of the precious bean.
The sun barely up, an informal crowd began gathering on the seawall. An hour later, the entire community was mulling around.
The formal meeting began when one of the land lovers raised his voice and asked what the new place was going to be called. Everyone knew the issue was frivolous, but most of the folks thought it was a good way to start off. Several suggestions were bandied about, with Morgan coming up with the winner. It was decided by unanimous vote that their little colony would be named Crusoe.
Exploring the island was a top priority for several reasons. There was the practical, long-term survival need to inventory what was available, as well as the plain-old curiosity about a new neighborhood and surroundings. There was also a strong desire to stretch one’s legs after being on a small boat for a few days.
One of the primary questions on everyone’s mind was, “Are we the only people occupying the place?” The chances were low that someone else inhabited the atoll, but after the past few weeks, almost nothing would’ve surprised the boaters.
Teams were formed, each armed with a radio and a weapon. The team leaders huddled around a map of the island, while sections of the landmass were assigned to each small group. 
Initially, David and Sage were on the same team, but Morgan pulled Wyatt aside and quietly asked for a change. “I don’t want them both doing something dangerous together. I’ve been thinking about this ever since David dove under that boat, and Sage stood ready to jump in and rescue him. I couldn’t handle something happening to both of them.” 
Wyatt thought Morgan was being a little too paranoid, but wasn’t going quibble about it. He decided to keep Sage with him. Sage flashed annoyance when told of the change, her expression making it clear that she wasn’t happy about working with her father. Off into the unknown the two-man teams went, scattering their separate ways to explore their new domain.
Wyatt and Sage hiked together, their objective being the ranger station in the middle of the island. The maps indicated a miniature, house-like structure, as well as a few outbuildings apparently constructed by the Parks & Wildlife Department many years ago. The primitive complex was at the end of a lane leading from Army Hole, a little less than a mile away.
“Dad, you and I need to talk. I’m 18 now, and you need to stop treating me like a little kid,” began Sage. 
Wyatt kept his expression neutral, already mentally plotting the course of this conversation. “Baby, I’m your father, and I’ll always have a protective instinct when it comes to both David and you. But you’re reading this one wrong. I put you on my team because I enjoy spending time with you – not to keep an eye on a little kid.”
“I don’t buy that excuse, Dad. Really, why did you switch teams? It sure looked like you wanted to keep me under your wing.”
Wyatt smiled, knowing Sage wasn’t going to like the answer. “It wasn’t my idea to separate David and you. Your mother wanted her two children divided in case this venture turns out to be dangerous, Sage. That’s why I made the change.”
The response wasn’t what his daughter anticipated. She stopped in her tracks, her hands firmly planted on her hips, jutting out a defiant chin. “I’ll have a talk with mom about this when we get back, but you’re not off the hook yet,” she snarled. “Every time I’m around you, I feel like you’re smothering me. It’s like you think I’m still 12 or something. The way I see it, our lives are going to suck bad enough as it is. If you keep treating me like a little girl, it’ll be worse.”
Wyatt felt a mixture of feelings welling up inside. The first was anger at her attitude, the words coming into his throat to verbally smack her down. He choked back the urge, excusing the uppity speech to having the world collapse around her. He was sure Sage was as frightened as everyone else. His next inclination was to hug her, but he skipped that impulse as well. Her body language spoke clearly – she wanted a confrontation. Wyatt was no newcomer to the parenting game and would not be drawn in to a fight. “Sage, I’m not perfect – far from it,” his voice calm and reassuring. “You’ve always been in such a hurry to grow up. Sometimes that makes my chest stick out with pride, other times it scares me to death. It seems like the last few years we’re on a different wavelength or something. When I pull, you need a push. When I push, you’re craving a tug. If we’re going to fix this, then you have to acknowledge one simple thing – it’s not all about you.”
Sage’s cheeks got hot, and her throat tightened. She wanted to lambast her father for those words, beat him over the head with them. “Self-centered? Is that what you’re saying – I’m selfish?” 
When her father didn’t take the bait, she decided to use his words against him. “I thought you wanted me to be independent…to take care of myself. You’ve always said you can’t trust anyone but yourself, haven’t you? You’re being hypocritical. I’m doing what you wanted, and now it makes you mad.”
Wyatt again fought the compulsion of an angry retort. His voice sounded far calmer than his emotions. “It’s not binary, Sage. It’s not on or off. It’s a give and take that comes with maturity...plain and simple growing up. You’ll eventually find the balance, and it’s my job to help you get there.”
The girl rolled her eyes at the word maturity. She hated the word. She was also a little taken aback that her father would not be baited by her emotional tirade and had answered her with calm and logic instead. He hadn’t bothered with that tactic for a long time, and she needed to think about this new change of events. Sage spread her arms in frustration, “This conversation is going nowhere. I’m not going to stand out here in the hot sun and argue the same old crap over and over again.” After the pronouncement, she marched off toward the ranger’s station, not even looking back to see if her father were coming along.
Wyatt was following, a smug, little smile on his lips. Spunky little thing.
She’ll digest all that, and I need to give her some space while she does. She’ll roll it over a thousand times in that super-smart brain of hers. I can’t wait to see what pops out, he thought.
The duo continued without speaking for the next 15 minutes. Their path wound its way through open areas of sea oats and occasional strands of small ferns. Sage observed the roofline of a building before Wyatt, and pointed it out. “Finally,” was Wyatt’s only remark. 
The ranger station was really a small ranch-style home. The structure wouldn’t have been out of place in most suburban neighborhoods. It was also clearly abandoned. Clumps of waist high weeds and grass dotted the foundation, creating an appearance of neglect. The few landscaping bushes were overgrown and showed uneven growth. A pea gravel path that served as a walkway was littered with fallen twigs and small branches from the large pecan tree that had somehow survived years of storms to remain standing in the yard.
The front door and two front-facing windows were boarded over with plywood. After Sage had taken it all in, she abandoned the silent treatment and sassily observed, “For sale, two bedroom fixer-upper. Available for immediate occupancy.”
Wyatt laughed at the clever remark. “Let’s see what’s around back. I think there’s a shed around here somewhere.”
Sage pointed to the far side of the home. “I’ll go around that way. Meet ya in back.”
Wyatt hesitated, “Sage? I’m not so sure we should separate…” 
His daughter’s stern look stopped him. “Dad! I am not going to trip over a root. I don’t think the ticks are out yet. And I promise to keep an eye out for zombies! Cross my heart,” her words trailed off as she mockingly crossed her chest.
Wyatt shook his head, “Okay baby, I’ll see ya around back.”
The two split up with the father managing to look over his shoulder to check on the daughter once. Sage rounded the corner of the station, her attention divided between curiosity over the interior of the home and looking for any recent sign of people being in the area. She saw the outline of what looked like a small shack or barn a short distance away. Deciding to begin her investigation there, she began picking her way through the brush.
Keeping an eye on the building, Sage reached to push aside a limb when a noise she had never heard before arrested her very soul. She instinctively knew what it was, but her brain was so terrified she couldn’t force her eyes to look. A constant, vibrating sound like a baby’s rattle was coming from the grass at her feet. It was close, and it was louder than she had ever imagined.
Slowly, ever so slowly, she moved her eyes downward toward the source of the warning. The rattlesnake was so well camouflaged she almost didn’t see it. Only a step away, the animal was coiled in a tight circle with only its head and tail sticking into the air. It was the head that drew her attention. Broad and flat with unblinking eyes, it appeared to be both evil and massive at the same time. While the multi-hued scales blended almost perfectly with the arid background, the eyes did not. Vertical black slits surrounded by reptilian-gold irises tried to hypnotize the frightened girl. The spell was broken only by the revulsive, flickering tongue. Sage wanted to recoil…to turn and flee, but her legs wouldn’t move. She thought to call out for her father, but her voice wouldn’t work. It was a standoff, and neither side wanted to make the first move.
Most humans eventually adjust to fear, and Sage’s mind managed to clear the fog. In a few seconds, the orders being screamed by her brain finally translated into commands to her body. Her leg jerked - the initial movement of an effort to pivot and run.  
The snake didn’t want to eat Sage. The animal only wanted to protect itself. The blurred image of her leg moving combined with the fear it sensed on its tongue unleashed the strike.
The reptile’s six-foot long muscle structure began to uncoil with tremendous speed and force. 
Sage and the snake were both stunned when the sound of Wyatt’s pistol split the air. The round struck the striking reptile three inches behind the head, practically severing the body into pieces. Momentum carried the wide mouth and angled fangs forward, but the interrupted strike fell just short of Sage’s calf. The girl had almost completed her turn, but the shock of pistol noise combined with the image of the flying reptile caused her to stumble. 
Without warning, Sage suddenly felt weightless, and then she was flying. The ground rushed upwards, a jolting impact, and then the scraping sensation of the sandy soil on her skin. Sage rose up on one elbow, surprised to find she was several feet from where she had been standing. She looked behind her just in time to see her father steady the pistol, sending three more bullets at the vicious monster.  
Wyatt stirred the reptile’s remains with his shoe, verifying the snake was dead, and then turned to his daughter. 
Sage’s gaze bounded back and forth between her father and the beast that had almost consumed her. Her emotions spun out of control, jockeying from fear to anger and settling somewhere close to confusion.  
Wyatt hurried to his daughter’s side, bending slightly and offering his hand. “You okay, Sage?”
Sage didn’t answer at first, concentrating on trying to replay the scene in her mind. “Where did you come from…how did you…you threw me down…is it dead?”
Wyatt waved his extended hand, an offer to help her up. After Sage was standing, she began dusting herself off while glancing at the dead snake as if to verify it was truly no longer a threat.
“Where did you come from, Dad?”
“When you didn’t meet me behind the ranger station, I scanned the backyard and noticed you heading this way. I decided to follow. When you froze mid-step, your body language said it all. It kind of reminded me of a cat surprised by a big dog - arched back and everything. I knew something was wrong. I actually thought it might be an alligator.”
Sage gazed at her father with a pained look on her face. “You didn’t want to separate. You tried to tell me. If that thing had bitten me…I might have…I might be…”
Wyatt took his daughter in his arms and held her tightly. He could feel her shudder and then begin to weep. The two of them held each other for a long time. Wyatt could feel Sage’s hot tears soaking through his shirt. Let it all go baby, just let it go, he thought.

Wyatt was still hugging Sage when he remembered the radio on his belt. Patting her on the shoulder, he ended the embrace and reached for the handheld VHF. He figured some of the other boaters had heard the gunshots and might be concerned. He was adjusting the volume when David came crashing through the bushes at a full run. The expression on his face showed anxiety, his body motion indicating he was expecting to fight.
“Dad! Dad! Are you okay?”  
Wyatt held up his hands to slow down the charging bull. “It’s okay David…everything’s cool. It was a snake, and I got it before it ate your sister.”
David was somewhat relieved, but immediately inspected Sage for evidence of injury. “You’re bleeding?”
Sage examined the scrape on her leg and responded with a faked hurt tone, “Yeah, dad threw me down. The brute.”
David thought about her remark for a moment, figuring it out quickly. Winking at his father while putting his arm around his sister, David displayed sarcastic pity. “Poor sis, it’s hard to tell what’s more dangerous around here – dad with a pistol or the rattlesnakes.”
Before Wyatt could respond, Morgan’s voice sounded over the radio. “This is Morgan – someone better tell me who is shooting and why…and they better do it quick.”
Wyatt keyed his radio and said, “Morgan, this is Wyatt. Everything’s okay, Mother. Sage wanted to bring home a pet snake, and I wouldn’t let her. Everyone’s fine.”
“A pet snake?”
“We’ll explain later. We’re on our way in.” 

Morgan, along with several other boaters, waited anxiously for the wayward explorers. Wyatt noticed his wife’s stance - crisscrossed arms, steel-rod-straight posture, and an expression that said, “What have you done to my child?” When Sage and David strolled into the clearing, the protective lioness was relieved to see her cubs, a whisper of a smile touching her lips.
After tending and fussing over Sage’s scrapes and cuts, Morgan went looking for Wyatt. 
“So, I heard Sage’s side of the story, now I want to hear yours. Did you really let her go walking through a snake-invested forest alone?”
Wyatt was a little taken aback by his wife’s aggression. “Ummm…well…I completely missed the “Posted: Snake-Infested Forest Ahead” warning signs. I didn’t realize there were any snakes.”
Morgan’s finger became a pointing device. “Oh, that’s right. You only were worried about alligators.”
Wyatt shook his head, “Morgan, up until that point, I hadn’t seen anything more dangerous on this island than a sand flea. Still, I asked her to stay with me, but she’s got this independence thing going on and would have none of it.”
“Why did you take a gun along if this is such a tranquil place?”
“Ummm…I don’t know. I guess I felt it was better safe than sorry.”
Morgan stepped in a little closer to him, almost in his face. “It would be greatly appreciated if you took that same attitude with your children.”
She started to turn away, but Wyatt stopped her. “Now just a minute, Morgan. That’s not fair…not fair at all. What am I supposed to do? She wants to be little Miss Independent and hates me if I treat her like a child. When I let her have her way, then you’re mad at me. I can’t win.”
Morgan spun back to face Wyatt, her tone on edge. “Since when does fair have anything to do with it, Wyatt? Where is it written that parenting involves winning?”
Wyatt could feel a domestic disturbance coming on. Arguments were rare with Morgan, but did occur. Such disagreements always involved the children, it seemed. He stood for a moment, trying to gather his thoughts and calm emotions. Morgan seemed to sense his feelings, and her voice and expression suddenly changed. She looked down at her feet, shaking her head slowly.
“I’m sorry, Wyatt. I shouldn’t be so upset. It’s seems like I’ve been losing everything lately. It’s more than just our home and all our stuff. My world has suddenly disappeared. The kids are one of my few anchors with reality. They’re my tether to our past, and my link to the future.” 
Wyatt’s blood pressure went down several notches, and he felt the muscles in his back relax. He nodded his understanding while saying, “I understand, Morgan…believe me, I understand.”
Morgan stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her husband. “You’ll forgive me if I’m a little overprotective?”
Wyatt returned the embrace. “I think we’re all going to find ourselves forgiving others a lot more often.” 

After the excitement of the snake attack subsided, the exploration of the island was begun anew. The teams regrouped and marched toward their designated sections, everyone paying a lot more attention to the ground. David and Todd were assigned to scout the beach. 
The island was a long, thin piece of land. A sandy path led from Army Hole directly to the gulf, a walk of slightly more than a mile. The duo’s mood was solemn after the incident with David’s sister, Todd wisely remaining unobtrusive, allowing time for the adrenaline rush to subside.
They had walked several hundred yards when the path intersected a very unusual sight. Stretching as far as the eye could see to their right was a long, broad slab of concrete. Looking like a superhighway extending through the middle of a deserted island, the visual effect was so stunning the two explorers couldn’t help but stop and stare.
“Wow, that’s awesome!” exclaimed Todd. “I didn’t think it would look like that.”
“I know. That’s huge,” answered David.
The pair was gawking at one of the runways constructed for the Army Air Corps during World War II. Matagorda Island had been converted into a training station and used as a practice area for bombing runs. David knew from the charts and guidebooks that in fact, part of the island further south was severely cratered from the blasts.
While weeds sprouted through the seams and cracks, the expanse was still impressive. Built to handle the huge B-29 Superfortress aircraft, the wide lanes of concrete were 8,000 feet long. David commented, “It’s kind of spooky in a way…almost haunted. There was so much activity here at one time – now there’s nothing.” 
After a few minutes of fascination, the two continued down the path toward the ocean. Whiffs of salt air manifested themselves as the two negotiated waist high sand dunes crowned with sea oats and cord weed. Before long, they could hear the surf tumbling onto the beach, and then they were there.
Matagorda State Park was described in the tour guides as having one of the last untouched beaches along the Gulf coast. Given the remote location of the isle, humans rarely visited the park. The first thing both of the guys noticed was the seaborne litter dotting the yellow-white sand. 
Unlike the pristine shorelines often visited on vacations, Matagorda’s sand was cluttered with debris. Some of the refuse was natural, some manmade. Driftwood, vegetation, seashells, and dead jellyfish littered the sand. Even though they might be hundreds, if not thousands of miles away, people had left their mark here as well. Plastic bottles, fishing line, garbage and other discarded remnants of civilization could be spotted along the coast.
The pair automatically headed for the water, crossing a flat beach area that was over 100 yards wide. Todd was the first to pull off his shoes and wade in knee deep. He didn’t stay long, “Oh! Wow! That’s cold.”
David laughed, “It won’t be for long. Another month or two, and it will be like bath water.”
They decided to hike south for a while, mainly to see if anything significant had washed ashore. David kept an eye out for footprints while they were walking. 
They soon noticed another difference with this place. Larger, more colorful varieties of seashells were lying around. Unlike public beaches, there weren’t any people combing the sand for souvenirs or retirees with metal detectors seeking treasure. David also noted the amount of driftwood and scrap lumber scattered about. The potential fuel source might be important.
After following the water’s edge for 20 minutes, the duo decided to cut inland and return with their report. Before long, they were crossing the runway again, and this time they could see the outlines of hangars to the south. Another team was supposed to be scouting this area, but the guys decided to go explore just a little more before heading back. 
As they approached what was once the main operations area of the old airfield, the amount of land covered in concrete grew exponentially. Taxiways, ramps, and parking areas constructed to handle dozens of large aircraft spread far and wide across the island. It was an eerie, almost apocalyptic landscape with the skeletons of old hangars bordering the paved surfaces. The hefty buildings had mostly collapsed from lack of upkeep and the occasional hurricane that swept the area. Rusted steel beams rose skyward, some several stories tall. Large sections of roof had collapsed or been blown away. Rotted shreds of wood and sheared strands of red rebar poked out of random piles of rubble, mimicking the shape of sea grass strands poking out of small sand dunes. The whole place reminded them of a Hollywood movie set – one constructed for a film about the end of the world. 
It dawned on David why the airfield felt so eerie; it was the disconnect between the scene that lay before them and the hush that surrounded it. Other than a mild breeze lightly stirring the dunes and the drifting sounds of passing seabirds, this place was absolutely silent. He tried to think of somewhere else that had mammoth structures of iron and concrete but were without sound. He couldn’t come up with anything. That’s what it is, he thought. My brain is used to engines, horns, people and machines whenever I’m next to manmade structures this large. There isn’t any of that, and it’s messing with my head.
Todd’s voice was low, respecting the ghosts. “This looks like those pictures of German cities after the bombers hit them.”
David nodded, his tone trying to sound mature and calm to the younger man. “Yeah, but this is just nature reclaiming what is really hers. This is just neglect and lack of maintenance. I’m actually surprised there’s this much left after all these years.”
After walking through a few of the more complete structures and finding nothing of interest, they decided to head back to the boats. David turned, glancing back at the site one last time. He hoped the cities back in the real world didn’t look this bad.

Something woke Wyatt, and he was confused for a moment about what or who had been so rude as to interrupt his dream. He lifted his head off of the pillow and stared into the darkness that filled the inside of Boxer’s main salon. Evidently, David heard it as well because the door to the rear cabin slid open, and his son strolled out into the night air, carrying the rifle.
“David,” he whispered. “Any idea what that was?”
The cabin’s nightlights illuminated his son enough to see him shrug his shoulders while mouthing the words, “No idea.” David motioned that he was going up to the deck and check things out. Wyatt swung his legs over the edge of the berth and slipped on his shorts. The shotgun in his hands comforted him as he followed his son up the steps.
As soon as David opened the sliding glass door, both men could hear voices. The first one they made out was female. “I’m telling you it was a bear! There were two of them on the boat. Not big bears, but still, they scared the crap out of me.”
A man’s voice responded, “There aren’t any bears on this island, honey. Are you sure?”
David looked at Wyatt and mouthed the question, “Bears?”
Before Wyatt could answer, the woman’s voice shouted, “Look! Look! Over on that boat! There they are!”
The blast of a weapon sounded next, instantly followed by the report of a second shot. 
David moved quickly, heading toward the ruckus. Since the boats were all rafted together, passing from one vessel to another required caution. Wyatt was trying to follow, but couldn’t keep up. A third shot ripped through the air just as David made it to the cruiser where all the fuss had started. Wyatt was taking his time to avoid falling overboard into the cold water. 
Throughout Crusoe, lights were coming on, quickly followed by people sticking their heads out and asking what was going on. Wyatt, trying to reach the vessel under siege from the local wildlife, was stunned when David shouldered his rifle and fired a shot. This must be serious, he thought.
He heard David say, “I think I got that one.” The woman screeched again, “There’s another one over there.” David shouldered his rifle and let loose another blast. 
Wyatt was still two boats away, carefully hopping from swim platform to transom, desperately trying to avoid a midnight swim. Up ahead, he could see his son standing beside a man and woman, all three of them desperately peering into the night like an invading army was attacking their boat.
“What are we shooting,” Wyatt asked when he finally climbed aboard. 
The woman answered, a little annoyed, “Bears. What else would we be shooting at?” She immediately turned back toward the dock, her head pivoting as it searched for the massive mammals.
Wyatt didn’t buy it. “David, what’s going on?”
Without taking his eyes from the shore, David responded, “I dunno, Dad. I’m not sure they were bears, but they were pretty big and very fast. I think I hit one of them.”
“How big?”
“Bigger than the average dog, I’d say. Dark brown fur – very fast and the one stood on its hind legs. I bet it was over three feet tall.”
By now, several people were awake and gathering on nearby boats. Most of the men had guns, and everyone wanted to know what all the fuss was about. Again, the woman who had first spotted the creatures turned, an in an annoyed voice instructed the crowd, “Shush now – we’re killing bears over here.”
Wyatt rolled his eyes, tired of the whole thing. “David, come on with me. Show me where you think you hit one of them. I’ll grab a flashlight.”
Before the two men could climb off of the cruiser, the sleepy captain of a neighboring vessel yelled out, “Who shot my boat? Somebody shot my boat!” Wyatt almost laughed - the image of the boater standing in his underwear and pointing at a hole in his fiberglass just seemed so out of place.  
Wyatt put his hand on David’s shoulder, “This is getting out of hand. Did you shoot his boat?”
David immediately shook his head, vigorously denying the charge. “No, sir. But I know who did.”
Someone, Wyatt couldn’t tell who, responded. “I shot at your boat. You had a bear on your swim platform. Did you want me to let you get eaten by the bear?”
Before Wyatt could comment, the woman screamed again, hopping up and down and pointing toward the shore. “There’s another one.” Her husband fired again.
Two flashlights zeroed in on the spot and Wyatt couldn’t believe his eyes. In the beam’s weak glare, he watched the backside of a large, furry butt waddling away at a rapid lope. “What the dickens,” Wyatt said to no one in particular. It actually looked like a small bear from the rear.
Wyatt mumbled again, “This is turning into a circus.” 
Flashlights were now probing the shore in search of attacking wildlife. The whole dock looked like a WWII city using spotlights to search the sky for enemy bombers. Wyatt raised his voice over the dim of the crowd, “Hey! Everybody stop shooting! Right now – no more shooting. David and I are going to go over and check it out. We are NOT bears.”
Some wisecracker at the back of the crowd did his best Yogi Bear imitation, “Ummm…Mister Ranger, sir, I was just looking for a pic-ah-nic basket.” The remark eased the tension somewhat. Someone else added, “Hey, Boo Boo - let’s go check out those boats.”
As the two men scrambled toward shore, Morgan met her husband with a concerned look. “We’ve not had great luck with the local wildlife lately. Are you sure you want to chance being eaten by a bear?”
Wyatt rolled his eyes and passed by Morgan without further comment. David and he climbed onto the concrete wall of the dock, now tentatively walking to the location where David thought he had scored a hit.
There were knee high weeds and underbrush in the area, and it took them a while to find the body. Sure enough, David had plugged the offending animal. David rolled the beast over, and Wyatt found himself looking at the biggest raccoon he’d ever seen.
On a scale of raccoons, this guy had been a monster. Wyatt estimated it would stand almost four feet tall on its back legs. The creature must have weighed over 35 pounds. David nudged the body with his rifle barrel, attempting to verify it was truly dead. 
“That’s not a possum, son – that’s a raccoon.”
David looked up and played along with his father’s sarcasm. “Really? I’m so glad you’re along, Mister Ranger, sir.”
Before they could return and report there weren’t any bears, shouts of alarm rose yet again from the boats, excited voices and flashlight beams seemingly everywhere. 
Wyatt and David rushed back to the dock to find two more of the animals silhouetted by the lights. They were huge! David raised his rifle and Wyatt stopped him. “What are you doing?”
“Dad, those things will eat us out of house and home. They will chew dock lines, electrical wire and eat every bit of food we have. They’re like 30 pound ultra-smart rats.”
Wyatt didn’t like shooting things that weren’t shooting at him. While he thought David was exaggerating just a little, his point was valid. Still, shooting a wild animal in these circumstances?
Before Wyatt could respond, the animals ran back into the underbrush and out of sight.
Great, just great, Wyatt thought. That’s all we need. We’ve got the world falling apart all around us, and now we are besieged by racc-zillas coming out of the woods. What’s next?
 
New York City, New York
March 10, 2017  
 
The sun breaking around the curtains woke Helen. She managed a glance at her watch – 6:47 a.m. Pushing back the multiple layers of blankets, she gasped as the cold air overpowered the snug, warm cocoon of her bed. The frost around the window confirmed what she already knew – it was going to be another cold one today. Glancing down at West 36th street, she could see people were already up and milling around. Ya gotta love the city that never sleeps, she thought. Twenty stories below and three blocks down, she could see the line was already forming at the FEMA distribution center. Hopefully, the trucks would be on time today and not cause a long wait - again.  
Helen dressed quickly. She mused at how simple life had become since everything fell apart. She didn’t have to worry about her outfit being too heavy or too light. Her “fashion statement” varied little day to day. These days, she donned multiple layers of clothing even if she didn’t need to venture outside. Thinking about the cold gave her a moment of panic as she realized the buckets might be frozen again. Rushing to the bathroom, she was relieved to find only a thin layer of ice on top. She used the facilities, not bothering to pour any water into the back of the toilet – it was an unnecessary waste, unless she had to flush solids. 
Using the handle of her toothbrush, she poked a hole in the ice and stirred the frosty water around. She had run out of toothpaste days ago and now brushed with only water. She seemed to feel better after performing even basic hygiene. 
Glancing in the mirror, she felt a pang of guilt. She had used extra water yesterday to wash her hair. The combination of her scalp itching and one of her bouts of depression made the splurge mandatory. She just couldn’t help it. She would hide it though. She would tuck her still shiny tresses under a hoodie. These days, simple things like that made you stand out. Clean hair or clean clothes could cause someone to question where the water, detergent, or shampoo came from. Things could really become edgy if people thought you might have more. The situation could become dangerous if they decided they wanted to take it from you.  
Helen made her way to the kitchenette and nearly tripped over the bag of garbage that had gathered. She had meant to take it down with her yesterday, but had been behind schedule and procrastinated performing the chore. The garbage heaps smelled so rancid she loathed even passing close to them. One lady in the food line a few days before had shown Helen where a rat had supposedly bitten her on the ankle. The woman had warned about getting too close to the huge piles of rubbish gathering in the empty lot down the street.
On the counter were the remains of last night’s meal. Helen sighed as she realized there wouldn’t be any breakfast this morning. She had left the unfinished portion of the military MRE (Meal Ready to Eat) uncovered. The roaches would have no doubt visited the food, and there had been warnings about the insects spreading disease posted all over the city. Without the constant cycle of spraying, the roaches were taking over Manhattan.
Glancing again at her watch, she knew it was time to get going. Dropping off the trash would take 20 minutes, and that would still put her way deep in the line to get food. Rushing to the bathroom, she consolidated her water into a single container. With her empty buckets in one hand and the bag of trash in the other, she left her apartment and began the considerable hike down the 20 flights of stairs.
The stairwell was especially busy this morning. The footfalls of several tenants echoed in the cathedral- like openness, most of them probably heading off to receive their handouts of food and water.
As she reached the 14th floor, Helen had to sidestep quickly as another tenant’s trash bag had torn, spilling the contents down several steps. She couldn’t help but wonder if rats would climb 14 stories to eat. She supposed they would. After all, she did. 
When she reached the first floor, she pushed open the emergency handle and entered the building’s modest lobby. Passing the row of mailboxes made her nostalgic for the normal life of just a few months ago. It had been so long since there was any postal delivery; she wasn’t sure where she had put the mailbox key.
Helen paused at the doublewide glass door that signaled the entrance to the building. It was always wise to scrutinize who was loitering on the street these days. The buckets in her hand were valuable, and there had been rumors of people being killed for less.
She exhaled when she noticed the National Guardsmen were on the next corner this morning. They looked like science fiction robots with their uniforms, helmets, and black guns. Seeing their breath streaming away from their faces enhanced the creepy effect. If they kept to their normal routine, they would be posted there all day, and that meant there wouldn’t be any trouble. Perhaps things are looking up, she thought.
Rushing out into brisk winter air, Helen hurried toward the trash heap. She passed by a young soldier keeping vigil at the corner, and he smiled at her. I bet he’s lonely, she thought. Without thinking, she paused at the curb and glanced at the crossing signal. She had to grin at the habit – there hadn’t been any signals for a long time, let alone any traffic to dodge.  
When she reached the other side, a different guardsman whistled at her. I bet he’s really lonely, she mused. Paying no attention to the flirt, she hurried down the street to dispose of her garbage. She made it to within two blocks when a wall of stench assaulted her nose. It was too far to hold her breath the entire way, but she tried. The odor was so overpowering, she knew it would hang on her clothing for hours. I wonder if that solider would whistle at me if he could smell this, she thought. 
The vacant lot was almost completely full of trash bags of all colors. Weeks of rotting garbage festered in the open air. Small rivers of goo ran from the dump and into the gutter, slowly making its way toward the nearest sewer drain. Helen gagged once, but managed to toss her bag onto the ever-growing pile.
A woman leaning from a nearby open window was watching Helen. After the bag settled on the pile, the lady yelled out, “Thanks for that. I hope the new dump is next to your apartment.”
Ignoring the taunt, Helen retreated toward the elementary school where the FEMA trucks would deliver some sort of rations. She hoped today would be cheese and bread. After that, it was just a few blocks to where the water trucks would fill her buckets. 
The line at the elementary school was longer than she expected. Hundreds of people formed a single file that snaked for almost six blocks. At every intersection, a soldier oversaw the crowd. At every other corner, a military vehicle was parked. Helen was glad they were there. When the FEMA trucks arrived with their first delivery, there had been a lot of trouble. Some people didn’t want to wait in line, while others thought they should be given extra food. A single punch lead to out and out rioting in the street. Helen had witnessed one man pull a gun and start shooting. The military guys would keep the peace.
Helen scurried to the back of the line and took her place. The trucks weren’t there yet, so it would be a while before the line started moving. Ten minutes after arriving, she glanced behind her to see the line had now grown, extending another full block in length. If those trucks don’t show up soon, she thought, there’s going to be trouble. I can just feel it.
It was smart for a single girl not to make eye contact. It had always been that way in New York, but especially now. Helen couldn’t remember the last time she had seen a policeman. Gunshots were an almost nightly occurrence. As she waited for the line to start moving, she could hear the conversation of several men behind her. 
“I had to hike all the way over from 52nd this morning. I waited in line all morning, and the trucks didn’t show up yesterday at all. It looks like all the people from that area had the same idea, and the line here rivals a Coney Island roller coaster. I’m going to be here all day,” said one.
Another man asked, “How did everyone react when they figured out there wasn’t going to be any delivery?”
“Oh, there was plenty of foul language and upset people. The army guys put it down pretty quick. Ya know, I’m surprised they still maintain control. There ain’t that many of ’em. I heard they ain’t even issued bullets.”
A third voice chimed in, “I’ve heard that, too – but who wants to find out for sure?”
Helen relaxed a bit when the assembly behind her broke into laughter. Such talk made her nervous, but she had to admit wondering about the same thing. She was still living with her mom when Hurricane Sandy had hit five years ago. They had an aunt that lived up in New Rochelle, so Helen’s mom had decided it was a good time to visit her sister before the storm arrived. Still, they had been without power for a few days and had watched, horrified, as the people on Statin Island and Queens suffered for weeks. There had been violence and looting then, but that was just a small part of the city. Now, even with things much worse, she never saw more than nine or ten of the soldiers at the same time. If things continued to degrade, that didn’t seem like enough to maintain order. 
The rumble of an approaching engine drifted down the street drawing her attention to the front of the line. Great, she thought, the trucks are finally here.
Standing on her toes, she craned her neck to see if the line had started moving. A few moments later, she recognized the now familiar echo of a bullhorn, and a muffled male voice sounded up ahead. A minute later, a military vehicle came rolling down the street, a male voice broadcasting, “Please disburse – there will not be any FEMA deliveries to this location today. Please disburse. Deliveries should resume tomorrow.”
The line of stunned and disappointed people didn’t react at first. Helen saw some people simply hang their heads in despair while others stared, mesmerized in disbelief at the truck bearing the bad news. Helen felt a twinge of hunger in her stomach at the news. This wasn’t the first time the trucks hadn’t shown up, but now she didn’t have any reserve food. She decided to take her buckets and head for the watering trucks – there was nothing else to do. 
As she began to move away from the line, the background din of voices began to increase in volume. Grumblings and curses floated through the air; she could feel the stress level starting to rise. Helen quickened her pace, searching for an escape, not able to cross off of this street for another block. Up ahead she noticed several people gathered around the Humvee at the corner. She had to pass by that intersection on the way to fill her buckets.
The crowd gathered around the soldiers numbered about 50 people. Most of them were either asking questions or venting their frustrations at the stone-faced troopers standing beside their ride. As Helen scurried closer, she noticed a few of the more animated individuals pointing fingers at the troops. A couple of steps later, she quickened her pace, recognizing an angry fist as it waved in the air. Dozens of frustrated, hungry people were joining the throng. One of the older soldiers hopped up on the bumper of the truck. He spoke into a radio, scanned the mob and spoke again. Helen jumped when he pointed his rifle into the air and fired a shot.
The discharge echoed off the buildings on both sides of the street. Some passersby ducked, others began running. Most of the crowd near the military guys hurried away, scurrying half-bent at the waist and holding their ears. But not everyone ran.
She was sure that the incident had the opposite effect than the soldier intended. Rather than disperse the crowd, it attracted attention, and Helen was shocked to see lots of men and women change direction and step toward the guardsmen.
The crowd reformed so quickly Helen couldn’t see a way to get past without pushing her way into the dense and angry group. She decided to go around the opposite corner and watch for an opening, partially protected in a nook older architecture frequently affords.
The soldier who had fired his gun roared into the radio again while peering over the top of the growing throng. People were yelling insults, shouting questions, and screaming curses at the guardsmen. Helen noticed the stoic faces normally displayed by the soldiers had been replaced with expressions of fear and concern. She didn’t blame them.
More and more people entered the area, most attracted by the spectacle of something different. Movement from up the street caught Helen’s eye, and she noticed another army truck rolling to join the first. The driver started honking his horn to warn the people overflowing into the middle of the pavement. 
A woman clutching a baby in one hand while guiding a toddler in the other was trying to circumvent the mob. Helen didn’t see exactly what happened, but suddenly the newly arriving truck’s tires screeched and smoked as the driver slammed on the brakes. Helen glanced over just in time to see the small child and the woman flying through the air, landing on members of the crowd, and knocking a few people to the ground.
Almost complete silence followed the event. For what seemed like a long time it was very quiet, everyone too shocked to make noise. The calm didn’t last. 
All at once, a chorus of angry voices split the air. Two guardsmen from the new truck sprang out of the back, attempting to push their way toward the injured woman and children. Several men blocked their way, shaking fists and screaming insults. Helen watched as an older man grabbed one of the soldiers by the shoulder – an effort to spin him around and get his attention. The uniformed man slammed his rifle butt into the fellow’s stomach, sending him reeling to the pavement. After that, insanity ruled and mayhem ensued.
Out of nowhere, bottles, bricks, rocks and even a street sign flew through the air, impacting all around the soldiers. Ducking behind their trucks, the guardsmen seemed stunned and unsure of what would happen next. The barrage of projectiles kept increasing as more and more people joined the fray. 
There was no way Helen could make out the object, one small projectile in a blizzard of flying debris. Nor could anyone know who threw it with hundreds of arms launching spit at the soldiers. A bright flash and then a whooshing sound, quickly followed by yellow and red flames sprouted around one of the army trucks. Someone had thrown a bottle of gasoline. Before anyone could react to the blaze, shots began tearing through the air. Helen instinctively ducked low, the supersonic ripping noise of bullets flying over her head. She saw bodies fall in the street as hundreds of people began screaming, fleeing in every direction. 
Not everyone ran, however. Helen couldn’t believe it when several men carrying baseball bats, shovels, and rakes charged the army trucks from a different direction. Again, a volley of bullets tore into the attackers, but they didn’t stop. From all four directions, the frenzied crowd descended on the soldiers, and within seconds, it was over. Angry men were standing above the dead guardsmen, some of them kicking the bodies and shouting profanity. Others were rummaging around inside of the trucks. Helen saw several men running away with the black rifles, evidently scavenged after being dropped by the dying peacekeepers.
As she watched the throng pillage the army trucks, the ground under Helen’s feet began to feel odd, almost like it was trembling. A distant buzzing turned into a full-fledged vibration, and Helen actually thought for a moment that New York was having an earthquake. The shaking pavement was soon joined by a whining drone that Helen had never noticed before. She chanced a peek around the corner and realized a huge tank was rumbling at high speed straight at her. Its gun was pointed into the center of the crowd. As she watched, mortified, small white twinkling lights shone from the front of the tank. The blacktop and concrete around the mob erupted. Spouts of debris jumped off of the street like small geysers of black water as a wall of lead bullets slammed into the main body of rioters. Blaring shouts of tortured panic filled the air, the confused mob scattering in every direction except toward the death spewing from the front of the steel monster. In a few seconds it was done; the survivors scattered, scurrying away.
Helen couldn’t tear her eyes from the street scene before her. There were twisted, mangled bodies everywhere. Dark, crimson pools steamed into the cold air, the crackling fire engulfing the military transport. A few people were only wounded, their cries of pain and anguish filling the air. 
The tank rumbled to a stop right in the center of the intersection, an electric hum sounding as its massive gun surveyed left and right. Two truckloads of men closely followed its arrival. The new soldiers leapt from the back, spreading out in an arch, their weapons at their shoulders, ready to fight. Other troops rushed to the wounded, carrying green bags stenciled with red crosses.  
Helen’s mind begged her to get out of there. She was scared the soldiers would think she was involved in the riot. She pulled herself from the pavement, willing her legs to work, and began to move away when a voice yelled, “Halt!”
Helen froze mid-step. The back of her knees felt like ice, she was so frightened. A soldier approached her from behind, scrutinizing the empty buckets still clutched in her hand. She managed to meet his gaze, discovering it was the same guy who had smiled at her this morning on the way to the trash heap.
“I know you,” he said. “What are you doing here?”
“I…I…I was in l-l-li li line for food,” she stuttered.
“Did you see what happened here?” 
“Ye…yes.”
“My lieutenant’s going to want to talk with you. It’s okay – you’re safe now. No one’s going to hurt you.”
On wobbly legs, Helen stepped where he pointed, using the barrel of his gun. She marched around the corner, and they headed toward the closest truck. She tried desperately not to notice the bodies and gore that filled the street, choosing instead to focus on the activity of the living in front of her.
A slightly older soldier was obviously in charge, issuing commands in a staccato voice and constantly pivoting his head to observe the area. As Helen and her escort approached, his expression changed to annoyed curiosity. The man beside her saluted and informed, “Sir, I found this woman crouching around the corner, she claims to have witnessed the entire event.”
The officer’s eyes softened as he took Helen in. The moment faded quickly, but she would have sworn there was something more to his gaze than would be expected.  
“Ma’am, I will need to take a statement from you. Are you injured in any way?”
Helen blushed at the concern for her well-being. It seemed like it had been a long time since anyone had asked, let alone cared. “I’m fine, thank you.”
He nodded and smiled. “My name is Lieutenant O’Connor. Patrick O’Connor. My first priority is to secure this area. I’m afraid I have to ask you to remain here for a little while until I can take your statement.”
Helen didn’t want to be there. After witnessing the terrifying, horrific massacre of so many people, her first instinct was to go home and cry into her pillow. She started to refuse the officer’s request, but something stopped her. Why didn’t she turn and run? It was all so confusing, her mind flashing images of the people falling dead in the street. Trying to make an excuse to leave, Helen looked at her watch, the concern showing on her face. “I need to get back. I live on the 20th floor, and I have to use the elevator to carry water up to my apartment. The electricity will be turned on soon, and I don’t want to miss it.”
Lieutenant O’Connor understood the young woman’s reluctance, reading her excuse for exactly what it was. “Ma’am, trust me on this…you’ll feel better if you give a statement. Talking about what you experienced will help. Later, you’ll be glad you did. I can tell already this incident should not have happened. This was badly managed and wrong. Your words might ensure something like this never occurs again.”
Helen didn’t know how to respond. O’Connor was so confident, so reassuring – just listening to him was calming. More and more soldiers were arriving on the scene, many of them gathering around, waiting on the lieutenant to give them directions. He looked at Helen and said, “I’ll see to it you are escorted home safely, so don’t worry about that. And, I’m sure we can help with your water situation.”
Without waiting on a response, he turned to the young man who had found her and ordered, “Private, escort this young lady to my Humvee, and see to it she is issued food and water.”
“Yes, sir.”
Pat turned to issue orders to the waiting soldiers, never giving Helen another glance.
A few moments later, Helen found herself sitting in what she would have called a Hummer. Her escort went to the back of the big vehicle and returned with two MREs and two bottles of water. “Do you need anything else before I get back to work?”
Helen was surprised at the generosity, almost embarrassed. “No. Thank you so much for these, but I don’t need this much. Don’t you guys need this food?”
The man looked down at his boots and said, “I’m just following orders. Keep them, we’ve got plenty today.”
He jogged off, leaving her sitting in the passenger seat. It was warm inside, and the heavy doors and steel frame made her feel safe. She really didn’t have much to occupy her mind while she waited. She watched Pat as he commanded the men…listened, observed, and worked. She couldn’t help herself – checking to see if a wedding ring were on his finger. There wasn’t one. 
Twenty minutes later, the lieutenant strolled over and began asking her questions about the incident. Helen did her best to recount what she had seen. The officer seemed especially concerned over who initiated or escalated various phases of the clash. He asked for clarification on several points, meticulously noting her exact words. Helen felt like she was being interrogated at times, but appreciated his need for the details. 
When he had finished writing, he looked up with an expression displaying a more human-like quality. “Helen, I’m going to have two of my men escort you back to your apartment. They will help you upstairs with whatever you need to carry.”
Helen smiled, but felt a sense of disappointment. It took her a moment to admit why. She realized her time with him was over, and she probably wouldn’t see him again. That tugged at her insides, but she pushed it away. “Thank you, Pat,” was all she could say.
Turning to two soldiers standing nearby, he said, “Sergeant, please take one man and escort this young lady back to her apartment. Use my Humvee. See to it that she makes it safely to her door and assist her as gentlemen.”
“Yes, sir,” came the immediate response.
Before she knew it, Helen was riding in a motor vehicle for the first time in weeks. The driver pulled up in front of her building and before going inside, opened the back hatch. The other soldier and he pulled out a case of MREs and two large bundles of bottled water. Helen carried her empty buckets.
The electricity wasn’t on yet, and she tried to persuade the soldiers to leave the supplies next to the elevator door, but they would have none of it. The sergeant made it clear that he was going to follow his commander’s order to the letter. It was 3:48 in the afternoon, twelve minutes before the electricity was to be turned on, so the military escort opted to wait rather than, as one of them put it, “Hump the stairs.”
Helen thought it odd that both men completely ignored her while they waited. Not accustomed to being shunned by men, she finally worked up enough courage to broach the subject. She decided to be clever, “Sergeant, have I done something wrong or offended you in some way?” 
It took the older man a moment to figure out what she was talking about. In a fatherly tone, he responded. “No ma’am, not at all. I’ve just been around long enough to know that look on my lieutenant’s face. I think he’s a wee bit smitten with you, and I’m glad. He’s a good man, but a lonely one.”
Helen blushed despite her best attempts to keep a straight face. Her heart racing in her chest didn’t help the effort. She decided to play it coy. “He seemed like a nice person. Perhaps our paths will cross again sometime.”
“Ma’am, when I get back, I’ll bet my next payday I get quizzed in a proper and thoroughly military manner. I can relay the information such that it encourages or discourages the lieutenant. I’ll leave that decision up to you.”
Helen was taken aback with the bluntness of the man. Not only was he forward, the whole thing was just plain weird. Here was a professional solider, a man with a gun, offering to be a matchmaker. What strange times we live in, she thought.
“Sergeant, do you want to know if I’m interested in going out with the lieutenant? Do people still date in these times? It’s not like we can go see a movie or have dinner out or anything.”
The man smiled at her, shaking his head ever so slightly. “Young lady, I’ve been married for 16 years. My experience has been that two people will make the best of it – regardless if the sky is falling or not. Again, your call, ma’am.”
Helen was thinking about how she wanted to answer when the lights in the lobby flickered on. A few moments later, a humming noise came from the elevator’s shaft. Right on cue, the building supervisor appeared, ready to check the elevator before letting anyone else in. Helen had seen this routine before; it wasn’t a complete diagnostic test, but still better than nothing.
The super entered the car where Helen knew he would ride to the top floor. He had told the residents that he checked the elevator’s controls located in the building’s primary mechanical room, trying to be as careful as possible. Ten minutes later, the doors opened again, and he announced the all clear. The line of tenants began entering the car, all of them carrying miscellaneous buckets, bags and other containers holding the necessities of life.
The soldiers accompanied Helen to her door, making sure everything was secure. As they were leaving, she turned to the sergeant and smiled. “I hope you’ll say good things about me.”
The solider looked at Helen and winked, speaking with a reassuring tone. “My pleasure, ma’am.”
 
Crusoe, Texas
March 10, 2017
 
Anyone trying to access the island didn’t have a lot of options. Three sides of the sandy strip were surrounded by open ocean with no place to dock or tie off a boat. The west side was guarded by extremely shallow water. Wyatt and several of the men on the dock discussed the previous night’s events and shared a good laugh about the invading killer bears. The conversation inevitably came around to security, and the tone became serious. 
“We can’t be the only people along the Texas coast with operating boats. What’s to stop someone from sneaking in here and stealing or worse,” asked one of the men.
Wyatt agreed, surveying their faces for the hint of an idea. When none was offered, he volunteered, “We can keep watch at night. That’s probably smart. But during the day, there are times where everyone is scattered around working on whatever. I don’t think we can keep a watch 24-7. There are even less of us now than at the marina, and we have more work to do.”
“We need some kind of early warning system,” suggested someone. “If we know they’re coming, it gives us time to get ready. We need some sort of alarm or tripwire, booby trap kind of thing.”
Again, there was no dissent among the group, but no one had any experience with setting trip wires on the water.
A long conversation ensued, finally ending with a half-baked concept of using fishing line and a flare gun to build a burglar alarm. Sage’s use of a similar technique to defend against the pirates at Redfish had seeded the idea. 
David and Todd were recruited to use the water jets and find out if the concept were feasible. 
Wyatt watched the two small boats idle across the bay while he checked the tidal charts. Everyone thought the perfect solution would be to string a line just an inch or so under the surface of the water. When a boat came across, it would trip the line and send up the warning flare. The problem was the tide. A line that was one inch under the water could be several inches deep at high tide. It could be exposed when the water was low. 
Not every location had the same rise and fall of tide, but the charts would tell all.
He finally determined that Matagorda Bay had an eight-inch tide. That was too much for their plan. If they set the trip wire deep enough to keep it hidden, a small boat could go right over the top of it without springing the warning. He had to think of something else.
As Wyatt sat on the back of Boxer, his neighbor was preparing to go fishing. Everyone took turns at the now-mundane task with varying degrees of success. Some of the guys were beginning to experiment with nets, trotlines and other methods. Wyatt watched as the man gathered his gear, a string of bobbers dangling from his belt. The little pieces of floating Styrofoam caught his attention. That might just work, he thought.
Wyatt headed into Boxer’s cabin in search of paper and pencil. Morgan and Sage were below, trying to determine a better way to prepare kelp. The aroma rising from the pan wasn’t encouraging. It’s constantly about food, thought Wyatt.
A few quick sketches combined with longer periods of thinking allowed Wyatt to finally arrive at a design that might work. David and Todd were just tying off the water bikes when he finished his drawing. 
David reported first, “Dad, it looks like the only place for anything other than an airboat to get through is about 30 feet wide. It’s the same cut you plowed through the silt with Boxer. I saw other openings, but I almost got the jet-ski stuck trying to explore them. Even a rowboat couldn’t pass through those.”
That was good news. Wyatt smiled at the two guys and motioned them to examine his drawing. Morgan and Sage came up from below and joined everyone, spying over Wyatt’s shoulder at the contraption he had sketched.
“We’ll need two sturdy rods, maybe one of the broken fishing poles. We’ll drive them into the bottom as deep as we can. We’ll string the line between them, secured to fishing bobbers. As the tide goes in and out, the bobbers will keep the line a constant inch or so below the surface.”
Wyatt tried to gauge the reaction to his invention. David looked at Todd, who nodded agreement – it just might work. “How do we hook the line to the flare gun?”
Wyatt flipped to a clean sheet and began to draw his thoughts. An hour later, David and Todd were again on the jet-skis, headed back to lay Crusoe’s first early warning tripwire.
Everyone was going to sleep just a little better tonight.
 
March 15, 2017
Fort Meade, Maryland 
 
Reed was suffering from butt fatigue, the result of sitting in the hard plastic seat far longer than either the chair or his backside was designed to accommodate. The speaker at the front of the makeshift conference room wasn’t helping the situation at all. The non-descript man droned on and on about the progress FEMA and Homeland Security were making in the major metropolitan areas. 
A quick check of his watch informed the congressman that the stodgy fellow was already 20 minutes over on the presentation, and they hadn’t even gotten to the question and answer segment. Don’t get frustrated, he told himself, we’re all trying to do our best.
Reed casually glanced at his fellow lawmakers to see if he were the only one growing tired of the whole affair. If they were, they didn’t show it – poker faces all around. 
Finally, the mid-level analyst from FEMA said the magic words, “And that concludes my presentation. Are there any questions?”
Way too quickly, Reed’s hand shot up. The Speaker acknowledged him with a nod. “Yes, Representative Wallace, you have a question?”
Reed cleared his throat, “Thank you for the presentation, sir. I appreciate the hard work you folks down at FEMA are accomplishing. I do have a few questions, or clarifications, on my mind though. First of all, what percentage of our 20 largest cities has electricity as of this morning?”
The man at the front of the room shuffled his feet, his expression reminding Reed of someone who had just been caught cheating on his girlfriend. “Well, Congressman, all of them have electrical power.”
The Texan tilted his head slightly. “All of them? Full time electrical power has been restored to all of the major cities?”
The man at the front of the room shook his head, “No, Congressman, I didn’t mean it that way. All of the 20 largest cities have partial electrical service restored.”
“Could you define the term ‘partial’ for me, sir? I’m not sure what that means.”
The FEMA man stuttered, “Well, ummm, ahhhhh…New York City, for example, has electrical power to about 20% of the city about 10% of the time. That would be an example of partial service, Congressman.”
 “I see. What about Chicago?”
“We are not doing as well in Chicago, sir. We still have about 5 million citizens who have no service. We have another million who receive electrical power about 5% of the time.”
“And Houston?”
The man relaxed a bit, “Things are going quite well in Houston. The last numbers I have indicate that 40% of the population receives electrical service at least 4 hours per day!”
Reed looked around the room, wondering if he were the only one appalled by these statistics. The expressions returned by his peers seemed to indicate they were waiting on him to continue his line of inquiry. The presenter’s face showed clear frustration.
“Sir, is it safe for me to assume that the restoration of running, potable water is reaching about the same number of citizens?”
“No, Mr. Wallace, that wouldn’t be a safe assumption. We still have sterilization protocols in affect for every city except Portland. The Portland water system, when available, is safe to drink.”
Reed couldn’t let it go. “How, if I may, does FEMA recommend people sterilize their water if they don’t have electricity to boil it?”
A loud voice from the back of the room sounded, “They can’t, and that’s why I’m here.”
Everyone turned around to see a young woman dressed in a white lab coat stepping toward the front of the room. She strode with purpose, carrying a folder full of papers tangled in the security badge hanging from her neck. She paid no attention to the man she had just preempted, who gladly stepped aside. 
“I’m sorry to interrupt this meeting, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Dr. Linda Mitchel, Assistant Director of the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta. I just flew in, and with all due respect to my colleagues at FEMA, I don’t have time to wait in line to brief all of you.”
All of the senators and representatives sat up in their chairs, intrigued by the urgency and brashness of the new arrival. 
The doctor from the CDC set her folder on the podium and withdrew a stack of papers. Reed snorted when she handed the pile to the senior senator from Florida, and without ceremony told the man to “Take one and pass it around.” 
She returned to the lectern and announced, “We have a nationwide outbreak of typhoid. The CDC confirmed several cases in 13 American cities, and it is in the process of verifying suspected cases in another 9 metropolitan areas. For those of you who aren’t familiar with this disease, the anticipated fatality rate without Cipro class antibiotics is over 40%. With said medications, the fatality rate is less than 1%. I’m here, at the request of the director and the president to brief everyone on the situation.”
A murmur hummed throughout the room, the legislators opening the report as soon as they received copies. Reed was handed the dwindling stack and hurriedly opened the short report.
Dr. Mitchel continued, “So far, the outbreak is not classified as an epidemic, but my gut feeling is that will change in the next 24 hours. The early cases are the very elderly and the very young – segments of the populations who are traditionally the most susceptible and show symptoms first. As of six hours ago, we had 416 confirmed cases. We estimate at least 200,000 more people are in the early stages and haven’t sought medical attention yet. So far, there have been 103 fatalities.”
The senator from Idaho glanced up from his report and interrupted. “Do we know where it’s coming from?”
“Yes,” replied the doctor immediately, “We have identified the source as toxic particulates. In layman’s terms, the concentration of people in the refugee camps has led to massive amounts of untreated human waste. This waste eventually dries, forming a paste like layer on land or wherever it is disposed of. Wind, passing vehicles, foot traffic, and other disturbances allow the particulates to become airborne, basically infiltrating and coating everything from food to drinking water. At one camp outside of Nashville, practically every surface we tested was contaminated.”
Reed and several others had been talking about the water supply for days. It had been the primary health concern, with everyone from the Army Corps of Engineers to Homeland Security being questioned on the subject. Reed needed to clarify. “Doctor, isn’t typhoid normally due to tainted drinking water?”
The woman at the front of the room shook her head. “Yes, but not only drinking water. It can be spread by mosquitos and other insects. What we are seeing is different, something new. We finally isolated the source yesterday. Vast amounts of human waste has dried out and turned into a crust in many areas. This material is now becoming airborne and spreading the disease. It is also a strain that we’ve never encountered, and it’s spreading quickly. As of right now, we’re seeing an abnormally high rate of infection in the southern states. The primary concentration seems to be Miami, Tampa Bay, Mobile, and New Orleans. We believe we are actually seeing two different strains of typhoid – one caused by polluted drinking water, the other being airborne. The sewage systems in these areas are all but inoperable, drainage is poor, and potable water is in short supply. Rainfall has been far less than normal in these regions as well.”
“Great…just what we needed,” commented one congressman sitting next to Reed. 
The doctor paused to let her words sink in and then pressed on. “We have to distribute antibiotic treatment in mass quantities immediately or this is going to continue to spread quickly. We could be looking at over 10 million casualties in less than two months.”
“What do you need from us, doctor?” asked Reed.
The question seemed to surprise her. After a long pause, she said, “The president has already diverted military and government resources for the manufacture and distribution of the medications. I’m only here to brief you, not request anything.”
Martial law, thought Reed. Well at least the dictator-in-chief is taking the time to let us know what’s going on. I wonder how long that will last.
The meeting adjourned. As the doctor gathered her materials and prepared to leave, Reed approached her smiling, “Mind if I walk with you, doctor? I’ve got a couple of simple questions.”
“No, not at all. How can I help you?”
“I’m just curious what resources the president is diverting. What’s going to happen?”
The woman stepped quickly toward the door, Reed hustling to keep up. She met his gaze and responded, “The plants that can manufacture the quantities of meds we need are in New Jersey. Electrical power is being diverted from New York, as well as the engineers, linemen and other skilled personnel required to get those facilities up and running. The president hated to do it. This outbreak means a lot of people are going to do without for a little longer, but we’ve really no choice.”
Reed had figured as much - another step backwards. “Thank you, doctor. Have a safe flight.”
 
Crusoe, Texas
June 1, 2017
 
One of the biggest problems facing the citizens of Crusoe was salt. Most of the vessels had small supplies of the mineral, intended to fill table shakers. It seemed like every food gathering, curing or preservation process required large quantities of salt.
It was a retired oil field engineer who dreamed up a potential solution. A shallow, wide hole was excavated on the beach and lined with a plastic tarp. The roughly ten-foot square pit was less than a foot deep in the middle, its bottom sloping gently upwards toward the edges. Someone remarked it looked like a homemade kiddie pool. 
A bucket brigade was formed to haul ocean water across the sand and fill the pit. Five gallons at a time, the water was poured in until the depth reached about six inches. The concept was simple: the sun would evaporate the water leaving the sea salt. The work crew had finished two days before.
Wyatt, David and two other men slogged across the hot sand, hoping it had all worked. Digging the pit had been a lot of backbreaking, sweaty work. No one had a shovel. It wasn’t a tool common on boats – something no one had thought of before leaving. Plastic buckets scooped pounds of beach by hand resulting in sore muscles and exhausted men. Filling the pool had been worse. 
The first thing Wyatt noticed as they approached the tarp was all of the water had indeed evaporated. A thin coating of yellow grit covered the tarp, not the anticipated sparkling white powder. As the men stood around their makeshift desalination project, it became clear that their end product smelled like rotting fish. 
“Wow! That really stinks,” commented David, pinching his nose to diminish the effect of the offensive odor. 
Wyatt knelt down on one knee and gingerly stuck a finger into the grime. A quick sniff curled his face, but he licked the powder anyway. Smacking his lips, Wyatt reported the results of his taste test. “Yup. It’s salt all right. To be more accurate, I would say it’s more like one of those salt blends – a mixture of salt, seasoned with fish poop, rotting clam guts, and clay.”
“Not only is there not much here, the girls are going to have a fit over the stench. There’s got to be a better way.”
Wyatt gazed at the sun and shook his head. “We need to be getting back,” he announced. “Let’s scrape this stuff off and take it back. Maybe the smell will motivate someone to come up with a better idea.”
 



Chapter 11
 
June 10, 2017
The US military began to move west. The actions weren’t overt, publicized, or even detectable at first. To the casual observer, the pattern wasn’t overly unusual - a new fighter wing landing in Guam, another detachment of Marines on Okinawa, another combat team in South Korea.
At first, only the Chinese high command took notice. It was their profession to keep tabs on the forces arrayed around them, and in addition, they had been warned to expect such movements of men and material. MOSS had briefed the Red Army’s general staff to expect saber rattling out of the United States. The intelligence agency also estimated the chances of actual military action were low.
It was the Japanese press that figured it out first, their sphere of influence seeing the most activity. Headlines in Tokyo declared America was forward deploying for war on the Asian continent. It didn’t take a lot of dot connecting to speculate who the target was.
The Nippon paparazzi may have lit the fuse, but it was the European press that exploded the story. It suddenly dawned on the entire planet that the US blamed China for its recent difficulties and was preparing for military action.
American diplomats and officials didn’t help calm the reaction. The talking points and position statements, distributed several days before the story broke, began with weak denials that eventually turned into cocky assertiveness. The US could move its military assets anywhere it wanted. It was none of anyone’s concern. The concept of a war was unacceptable to a world that was already suffering badly. Every continent besides North America may have had electricity, but civil unrest, spread by economic hardship was widespread and growing.
Once again, the White House misjudged the unintended consequences of its own actions. Not since the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait had a government’s anticipation of world reaction been so off base. The regime of Saddam Hussein had truly been shocked at the global response after invading its neighbor, believing no one would seriously care about the tiny nation. In the end, that lack of judgment had cost the people of Iraq dearly in treasure and lives. Now the US had made a similar miscalculation, the dark clouds of a political storm gathering on the horizon. The unavoidable confrontation was destined to occur at the United Nations.
The United Nations had relocated to Belgium due to a lack of electricity in New York City. While most diplomats were too polite to say so in public, the civil unrest in America’s largest city played as much of a role in the relocation as any lack of light or heat. The necessity to move out of North America had sent shock waves rolling through the guts of the organization. Some nations cheered the move, happy that the world’s only superpower had finally been humbled. Other countries were supportive of the United States, but lacked the resources to help the crippled giant. 
America expected outrage as details of the attack on her infrastructure came to light. China parried the initial political thrusts by claiming innocence and then accused the US of having an outdated power grid. When the White House leaked allegations of a deliberate attack, the Chinese spun the headlines into a story of America’s tendency to blame everyone else for her massive debt – a problem that prohibited proper maintenance on her infrastructure – action that could have avoided the collapse. 
Normally, the US would hold her own in any match on the chessboard of international public relations. Not so any longer. Half of the White House staff was absent, with the Department of State suffering from a similar number missing in action. Communications were spotty, and the best minds were concentrating on holding the country together, not contests of diplomatic finger pointing. 
Even if the administration had played its best game, the world wasn’t going to have any of it. During normal times, the prospect of war between the two bickering countries was bad enough. With a majority of the planet’s economies tilting over the edge already, the concept of WWIII was unacceptable. Add in the potential for the exchange of nuclear weapons, and global reaction to the United States was harsh and direct. 
Many experts thought that Europe and other friendly nations would come to the aid of the United States with electrical components, circuit boards, and spare parts. While it would have taken some time to retool EU manufacturing operations over to the US electrical standard of 60 cycles, eventually help would arrive. The public fury over a potential war between China and the US prevented even the friendliest nations from lending a hand. Trade embargos were threatened on the floor of the United Nations. Some governments, barely maintaining control of their own populations, even promised to help the Chinese if the US attacked the Red Nation.
The US reaction to all of this was predictable. An almost neo-classic pattern of isolationism swept through the besieged government. While pride and ego were involved, the inescapable feeling of having been wronged prompted this reaction. America was the victim after all – why was the world ganging up on us? We didn’t start this – we didn’t make the first move.
Caught up in so many struggles, both domestic and foreign, few of the people in Washington realized the worst aspect of the entire affair. Because the US wouldn’t be receiving any outside help, the American people would endure more suffering for a longer period of time. 
 
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
June 10, 2017
 
David waited for Todd to maneuver the jet-ski between the breakers, amazed at the young man’s skill and timing with the craft. I’m glad he’s a master with that thing, he thought, if we beach the waverunner, everybody’s going to be really mad. Todd finally maneuvered close enough and David handed him the baited hook and tackle at the end of his fishing line.
Verifying the bale was open, David flashed thumbs-up, and Todd turned his craft, heading directly offshore. Holding the rod and reel high above his head, David waded back to the beach, keeping an eye on his line as Todd carried it further from shore than he could ever cast.
“This better work,” David said to himself, “We’re going to get in trouble for wasting gas if it doesn’t.”
The two had cooked up this scheme after looking at one of the navigation charts and finding a marked shipwreck just offshore. “The Hazards to Boaters” listed the sunken vessel as resting in 32 feet of water. David knew big fish liked shelter, so Todd and he began contemplating how to fish off the relic. 
The first problem had been locating the wreck. The water outside of the first sandbar was reasonably clear, but there was no way to perform a visual search from the waverunner. What they needed was a sonar-type fish finder that could scan the bottom, hopefully locating the outline of the old vessel.
Since they were sneaking around without asking permission, taking out a boat that was equipped for such exploration was out of the question. It had been Todd’s comment that had sparked the brainstorm. The kid had blurted out, “What we need is a big magnet.”
That was it!
David had seen an old, discarded alternator lying in a trash heap by the ranger’s station. That piece of junk would have some pretty strong magnets inside. Before long, they were trolling on the jet-ski offshore, 30 feet of fishing line with two big magnets trailing behind in the water. 
On the fifth pass, the line became taut, but it wasn’t the ship. David, riding passenger, pulled up an old Chevy hubcap that looked like it had been underwater for a long time.
Two more passes later, the line tightened again, and David couldn’t pull it up. He donned the snorkeling mask and slid off the edge of the jet-ski. After diving down about 15 feet, he could recognize the outline of something hefty and dark below. There actually didn’t appear to be much of the ship left, but they had found it. He also noted several schools of good-sized fish, lazily swimming around the submerged hulk.
Todd marked the location on their handheld GPS, and the first step of their caper was complete.
Secretly, they studied the GPS location and the charts the next night. The ship was actually about 400 yards off of the beach. That presented a problem because most of the heavy reels didn’t have enough 20-pound test to reach that far from the shore. If they hooked something big, there wasn’t going to be much line left to play the fish.
They decided to chance it, more from boredom than anything else. 
Todd’s waving arm brought David back to the task at hand. The sun was beginning to dry his suit and legs, the morning already growing warm. David readied the fishing pole as Todd dropped the line and then motored away from the area.
David waited, knowing it would take the rig a while to sink 30 feet. They had selected a larger than normal piece of bait, not wanting to go to all this trouble for a small catch. He felt that sense of excitement and mystery that comes with deep-water fishing. You never know what you’ll hook into down there, he thought.
There was also a hope of easy food. While the boaters weren’t starving, gathering food was a constant source of time and labor. Todd and he had spent many days fishing, often sporting quite the catch. It took a lot of protein to nourish the people of Crusoe. More than once Todd and he had returned from hours of fishing with their stringers full. After the cleaning and cooking was done, there still wasn’t enough to go around. Other days resulted in nothing – the fish simply weren’t biting. David and his father had both thought they would never see the day when angling would become work. “What happened to that old saying about the worst day fishing was better than the best day working?” 
Quite a bit of time passed, and David was beginning to think all their effort was for naught. The bait had been down for several minutes, and he hadn’t even had a nibble, let alone a bite. He was just raising his arm to bring Todd back in when the pole was practically jerked out of his hand.
David snapped back with all of his strength to set the hook. Another strong tug told him he had a fish. Whatever it was on the other end, it was powerful and fast. The reel started screaming as more and more line was taken by the running fish. This isn’t good, thought David. I don’t have much left. He tightened the drag just a bit, hoping to wear the animal out without snapping his line. The fish still pulled hard; David scooped water onto the reel so it kept cool. 
Another adjustment slowed the hooked swimmer, and then suddenly the line went slack. David started reeling, hoping the beast had turned back toward him as opposed to breaking his line.
As fast as his hand would spin, David reeled in line. The fight suddenly began again, and the pole was pulled downward hard, the reel whining as its drag worked against the fighting beast. Todd let out a whoop of amazement when the beautiful rainbow-colored Mahi-mahi broke the surface, launching several feet into the air. As the fish fell back to the surface, its head shook angrily from side to side, trying to clear the hook. 
The battle lasted 20 minutes. The fish would tire, allowing David to pull it slightly closer to shore. Something would motivate the catch again, and back into the deeper water the animal would race. While this ballet went back and forth several times, David was slowly winning. The beast only had so much energy, and the fight was wearing it down. David felt the effect as well, having to use his shirtsleeve to clear the sweat stinging his eyes, but vowing not to give in first.
The brut finally ran out of gas, the last 100 yards to the beach nothing more than pulling in dead weight. Todd rode close to shore to get a better look at the catch while David reached for the steel leader attached to the heavy nylon strand. 
The fish was a trophy. Almost four feet long with a solid girth, there was probably close to 20 pounds of mouth-watering fillet in just this single catch. For a moment, David thought about returning the animal to the sea. It was such a beautiful creature. He shook his head, comfortable with the fact that his kind needed the food. 
As David unhooked his rig, another problem entered his mind. It was over a mile back to the boats and the day was getting hot. There was no way to ride the jet-ski carrying the poles, tackle and 40 pounds of scale-covered delicacy. “I’ll meet you back at the boats,” David yelled to his partner. 
Hefting the prize over his shoulder, David started the long trek back to Crusoe.  
 
Kemah Bay, Texas
June 11, 2017
 
Rose stared out the window at Charlie’s grave, absentmindedly noting the weeds fully covered what had been a hump of fresh dirt. Thinking of her husband’s death added little to the already deep despair she suffered. 
The children and she hadn’t had anything to eat in over 10 days. The youngest had started coughing two, or was it three days ago? Rose couldn’t remember for sure. A while ago, she had gone to comfort the hacking child and found blood on the dishrag she was using as a handkerchief. 
She consoled herself that the worst had passed for the children some days ago. They no longer played, or romped – neither having the energy to even complain - the older one claiming he was Superman and didn’t need food anymore. His younger sister went along with the act, claiming with honest eyes that she just wasn’t hungry.
The rain had provided some water, but now only a little was left, and there were no clouds on the horizon. The realization that their lives depended on something as uncontrollable as the weather added another layer to the crushing avalanche of despair. How had it come to this?
She had to sit down again, her weakened body only able to stand for a few minutes at a time. Just walking from one end of the house to the other fatigued her like a five-mile run. Rose rested in the kitchen chair, and for the thousandth time went through it all again. At least she tried to. Everything seemed like a blur, and she struggled to think clearly – another sign her body was failing.
She had tried everything she could think of. Neighbors were no help – many in worse shape than she was. Several didn’t answer the door - the smell coming from inside of the home making it easy to guess why no one responded. 
She had tried to walk down to the water and fish for food, but she didn’t know how. Digging Charlie’s fishing pole out of the garage and finding some plastic bait had given her hope, but she hadn’t come home with any bragging rights. The effort had exhausted her already weakened body even further.
A few days ago, she had gotten in the car, determined to drive until she found someone, anyone, who could help. Charlie had evidently drained the cars for generator gas, and the sedan had sputtered to a stop before a single mile had passed by. Rose started crying again, thinking about the walk back to the house that day. Normally, the kids and she would have traveled that distance without even breaking a sweat. All of them had to stop to recover several times on the trip home, the lack of nutrition hampering even basic function. 
The next day she had managed to hike to the marina, intent on breaking into one of the boats and foraging for food. Every single vessel that remained had been looted, and she couldn’t find a single crumb of nourishment. She had waited too long.
The sound of her littlest one coughing pulled her back to the here and now, the deep racking from the child’s lungs telling Rose the girl was suffering. The medicine cupboard was bare – she couldn’t comfort her baby.
While cough syrup wasn’t in the medicine cabinet, there was something else.  
Rose closed her eyes, saying another prayer. She had been asking for guidance, begging for inspiration. The thought of the bottle of sleeping pills again entering her head. 
She gathered her strength and stood, wandering past the children who were lying on the floor, blankly staring at ignored toys. The kids didn’t even acknowledge her passing, completely innocent of her thoughts. 
The bottle was still there – up on a high shelf where curious hands couldn’t reach. Rose paused, thinking there had to be another way, but no solution came to her. She reached for the container and shook the contents. It was almost full – a prescription filled for Charlie after he had lost his job and couldn’t sleep.
This was the answer. She had to do it now, while she still had the strength. She had to end the suffering. 
Slowly, she made her way to the kitchen where the last of their water remained. She divided the liquid into three glasses, the cartoon characters on the kid’s cups bringing a tear to her cheek. That had been a great trip to the water park, she thought. I’m glad the kids got to experience those days.
Carefully, she ground up several of the pills into a fine white powder. She measured each, adding a little extra to be sure. Stirring the mixture took a bit, the water not wanting to absorb all of the powder.
She carried the three glasses into her bedroom and set them on the nightstand. Going to the closet, she reached high and pulled down a new storybook – one that was being saved for a surprise.
The kids were easy to lure into her room, following mommy and the new book. They didn’t have the energy to be distracted anymore. Onto the bed they climbed, mom in the middle, with a precious child’s head resting on each arm. 
“Kids, mommy found some medicine that will help us all. It’s not going to taste very good, but it’s not a pill. You each need to drink all of it though. Every last drop, please.”
There wasn’t enough left in them to protest, not enough strength to complain about the bitter taste. A few moments later, the empty cups were returned to the nightstand. 
Rose began reading the book. She noticed both children yawning soon afterwards. A few pages later, neither would respond. She pulled her loved ones close, one hand resting on each chest so she could feel the rhythm of both hearts through their tiny frames.  
Rest well, she said to her children. It’ll all be over soon. No more pain. No more hunger. We’ll join daddy in a better place.

The little girl’s breathing stopped first. A few moments went by, and her lungs tried to expand one last time. Less than a minute later, her heart stopped. The larger boy took longer, and for a little bit, Rose felt a sense of panic that she hadn’t mixed enough of the drug in his cup. Soon afterwards, he stopped breathing.
Rose reached for the third cup and didn’t hesitate. She didn’t want her children anywhere without her – she wanted to be with them. She gulped the bitter liquid down and pulled the two lifeless bodies in a tight embrace.  
 
The White House 
June 12, 2017
 
Having army tanks parked on Pennsylvania Avenue was a sight the secretary thought he would never adjust to. Being shuttled to the White House every morning in a military vehicle, complete with a machine gun mounted on the roof, hadn’t been part of the job description either. The day of his confirmation as the head of FEMA was one of the highlights of his career. It ranked right up there with receiving a post-graduate degree from Harvard, getting married, and the birth of his children. As he motored through the streets of Washington, Scott Fisher wondered if he would ever feel such a sense of success again. 
Every morning he had breakfast with the president’s chief of staff. At one point in his government service career, that statement would have been a boast. Exposure to prominence was something that moved you up the ladder. Now, he dreaded those meetings almost as much as the actual briefings with the boss himself. These days, exposure was something one tried to avoid.
Scott was working on tomorrow’s presentation, and like so many others over the last month, it wasn’t good news. Were it not for the food, shelter and security that came along with the job, he would’ve resigned weeks ago.   
Declaring martial law required the White House to manage the entire country. The effort had proven to be problematic at best. One staffer had compared the situation to the old communist regimes of the cold war era and their central planning committees. The executive branch would issue numerous goals and objectives, but they were rarely met. The various departments, agencies and bureaus could order, demand, belittle and stomp their feet all they wanted, there were just some aspects of the recovery that couldn’t be accomplished quickly. In so many ways, the process of enlightenment was extremely difficult for a great number of federal officials. The almighty, all-powerful, never-been-denied US federal government had limitations! There were just some things it couldn’t handle, couldn’t fix, or was unable to manage. The whole thing was sad, really. Watching the federal government grasp that even it had boundaries was like observing a young child in the process of comprehending he really wasn’t a superhero. Until accepting reality, a whole lot of imagination was in play. 
Secretary Fisher had observed the men reporting to the president using their imaginations. Perhaps creativity was a more polite word. Like the dictatorial leadership of the old Soviet bloc, governing had become a game of numbers, and the numbers were often ‘tweaked’ by the time they got to the boss - the net effect being a mirage of progress being presented to the Commander-in-chief. Scott had initially tried to push back on his regional supervisors and other federal agencies. He wanted to know the cold, hard truth, unable to tolerate any imaginings or creativeness. 
That effort not only exhausted him, but also damaged his ability to manage FEMA. Sullen bureaucrats began to avoid him – thinking he was on a witch hunt. Cooperation from sister departments dried up, his requests seemingly lost or pushed to the bottom of the priority stack. FEMA’s headman knew the president was getting glass-half-full information at best – outright exaggerations and falsehoods were not uncommon. Secretary Fisher, during one of his more cynical moments, had whispered to himself, “Yes, Mien Fuhrer – you still have 100 divisions on the Eastern front.” Scott eventually determined it was best for the country to play along and not contradict his fellow cabinet members. Even if the boss were being misled, some help was reaching the people.
Secretary Fisher scrolled through the reports on his laptop. There were three critical measurements the president wanted to monitor closely. The first was the percentage of the country that enjoyed electrical power. For all of its financial, military, and political power, restoring the infrastructure to generate and deliver electricity was the most elusive of the administration’s goals.
Fortunately for FEMA, the Department of Energy was tasked with that seemingly impossible effort. 
Scott’s mind drifted to the last briefing, remembering the secretary of energy’s voice. “Mr. President, we continue to increase the number of kilowatt hours being generated. As of this morning, another coal-fired plant in eastern Kentucky was brought on line. This plant will provide service to Cincinnati and Louisville for several hours per day.”
The president had nodded at the good news, a weak smile crossing his lips. The energy expert continued, “We can now report that 20% of the population receives at least limited electrical power every day.”
The chief executive’s eyes seemed to glaze over. When he finally spoke, his voice was distant. “One in five Americans, Mr. Secretary? That’s all we’ve been able to turn on - one in five?”
The man delivering the report squirmed in his chair. Scott could understand – he’d been in the hot seat more than his fair share lately. It wasn’t the boss’ wrath - that wasn’t the bad part. What they all dreaded was the inevitable direction these meetings headed - trying to come up with a workable plan to improve the situation. It just couldn’t be done. There was no good answer. 
Secretary Fisher leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror hanging across from his desk. The gray hair was taking over, and he didn’t think for a second it was hereditary. The crow’s feet around his eyes grew deeper each day; it seemed almost as if they were having a race with his follicles to see which could make him look old first. At least he wasn’t the only one. All of the cabinet heads looked like warmed-over zombies. This crisis had aged all of them and was no doubt taking years off of their lives. 
After a brief moment of feeling sorry for himself, responsibility kicked back in, and Scott returned to his paperwork. He was looking for background information to justify his next report to the chief. Even though he knew the scope of the nation’s problems as well as anyone, uncovering the facts still made him shudder.
The results of over-cycled electrical energy surging through the US grid were beyond imagination. When generators started spinning faster and faster, bearings failed, wires melted, and transformers blew. One of the initial reports after the attack concentrated on Hoover Dam and its massive electrical generators. Weighing 400 tons each, the overcharged revolutions had caused an epic failure of three of the turbines. No spares were available, but that really wasn’t the biggest problem. Hoover was out of business because the Nevada transformer farm that cleaned, regulated, and distributed the dam’s energy had burned to the ground. It would take months to acquire the parts to rebuild the facility.  
Nuclear power plants hadn’t fared much better. The attack had fried millions upon millions of computer circuit boards all over the nation. Multimillion dollar machines were rendered inoperable by a $1.00 electric component buried somewhere inside. The safety systems, cooling pumps and controls panels of the nation’s power plants were severely damaged. No matter how desperate the country was for energy, no one was stupid enough to fire up a nuclear plant without a completely functional safety and monitoring system in place. 
Just like Hoover, even if they could generate electrical power, the distribution system was badly damaged as well. Up-voltage and down-voltage control systems were wrecked. Transformers and regulators were fried. Spare parts couldn’t be manufactured without electric juice, and the few components that were in stock hardly mattered when compared to the scale of the damage. 
Depending on the position within the grid, some homes had their circuit breakers melted, while other folks simply suffered blown televisions, fried computers, or busted light bulbs. When electricity was restored to these residences, it was common for fires to ignite – sometimes causing entire neighborhoods to burn to the ground. 
Factories and other consumers of high voltage current suffered the worst. The higher megahertz electricity unleashed by the Chinese attack delivered more bite at 460 VAC than the normal household’s 115 VAC. Production lines, refineries, distribution systems and communications facilities were all severely damaged.
As one expert described it to the president, “It wasn’t as bad as an EMP attack, but resulting damage was in the same vicinity.”
The Secretaries of State and Commerce had been tasked with securing spare parts offshore, but that had been a worthless effort. Most of the European equipment wouldn’t work in North America - it was of a different design. Additionally, when the US stopped all payments, Europe had been catapulted over the edge into crisis. While their riots and general social upheaval weren’t even close to what the US experienced, the leaders of the Old World weren’t too happy with the United States. When it became known that the US blamed China for its woes, the situation worsened. Furthermore, when military forces were ordered to Japan, Guam, and South Korea, the entire world thought the two nuclear powers were going to duke it out. Tensions had been high ever since.  
Most of the failed circuitry was of Chinese manufacture and no one at the White House would even think of suggesting approaching “the Reds” for help. Japan, Singapore, and Taiwan all had manufacturing capabilities, but after the downfall of the US, those countries were unsure of America’s military commitment to the region. The governments ringing the Pacific suddenly became very cozy with China.
Publically, China ranted and raved over the financial hardship caused by the collapse of the dollar and the $1.5 trillion worth of US Treasury notes it held. When the US started moving military assets toward the Red border, China had really put the pressure on her neighbors.  
Everyone already knew all of this, even the Commander-in-chief. 
On the rare occasion when a generating plant was repaired and juice flowed through the distribution system, there were still problems. Fire was the single biggest issue. Water couldn’t be pumped, and gasoline couldn’t be refined, so the fire departments were handicapped at best, unresponsive at worst.
It was late winter in the northern region of the United States, and ordinarily many homes and buildings were heated with electrical power. If a city or town were lucky enough to have water pressure restored, the pipes froze and burst in tens of thousands of structures and neighborhoods. 
The second primary report delivered to the president focused on the nation’s gross domestic product. The secretary of commerce was tasked with this part of the recovery. Efforts to replenish the food, medical and water supplies were compared to consumption. Without consistent electrical power, the output of the nation’s farms and factories was less than most third world countries. The mighty economic machine that was America was broken.
Secretary Scott returned to his keyboard and began outlining his section of the briefing. He grimaced at what his assistants had secretly taken to calling his report – The Body Count News. The name fit, he supposed. Massive numbers of causalities from starvation, disease, lack of medical care and violence still racked the nation daily. The east and west coasts were the worst - their high population densities and less affluent neighborhoods suffering complete anarchy in some locales. 
The numbers had been so astonishing, for so many days, it had become difficult to associate a human factor with the reports. Recording the deaths and burying the bodies had been an almost unmanageable undertaking without computers. State parks had been converted to burial grounds – mass graves the norm in many places. 
FEMA tried to evacuate as many of the residents as possible from the worst areas. Fires ravaged entire neighborhoods, soon followed by looters and gangs, like vultures scavenging the remains. The resources of the federal government had been completely absorbed in less than a week. Secretary Scott shook his head at the memories of those first few days. The 3,000 camper-style trailers the agency kept for temporary housing were less than .00001 percent of what was required. Gasoline and diesel fuel dried up before even a third of the housing units could be pulled out of storage and moved to where they were needed. 
For all of their planning, budget and training, Scott had to admit his hardworking employees had been overwhelmed by the sheer scope of events. Even with the military’s assets coming on line, it was as if the government was an ant trying to eat an elephant. The analogy caused him to smirk, remembering the solution to the problem – an ant eats an elephant one bite at a time. The reality was people were dying by the thousands between bites.
Scott hit the key to tabulate to totals on his spreadsheet. He couldn’t help but stare at the number, wanting to double-check the tally but knowing deep down inside it was accurate. His throat constricted, and soon his eyes began to water. He covered his face in both hands and let it go, wondering if he would ever stop crying.  
The computer screen didn’t react to the number. Its algorithms and binary code simply sat and waited on the next command. The screen calmly displayed the number - 45,000,000 estimated causalities. 
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Crusoe, Texas
June 14, 2017
 
 
Morgan took the plastic trash bag from Todd as he pulled the water bike close to the bulkhead. “How did it go?” 
Todd was upbeat about the results, “We got about five different types this time. I know where to look now.”
Morgan peered inside the bag, noting it was chockfull of assorted seaweed, all varying by texture and hue. It had been agreed that Todd and David should explore the huge rocks that lined the ship channel and determine what could be harvested. Now it was time to test them all to see what was palatable, and experiment with grounding, boiling, drying, frying, and sautéing. The colonists had already identified uses for three different varieties, some of which didn’t taste half-bad. While stationed in Okinawa during his stint in the Marine Corps, one of the men had become quite the connoisseur
of the local delicacies, including countless preparations of seaweed. He wasn’t Chef Emeril, but he did bring a certain culinary expertise to the table. 
After the harvest came the taste testing. The settlers agreed that several of the algae could only appeal to a starving man whose taste buds had perished. Other types projected such a robust flavor; they seemed best used sparingly for seasoning only. The wild greens found on the island were fairly bland, and all of the community’s store-bought salad dressing was consumed in the first few weeks. The thin, brownish-red stalks were called dulse and had proven a great spice. Other types were boiled down to make broth, while some species were dried in the sun and eaten whole as a salad or side dish.
Morgan was always worried about toxins and allergic reactions, so a process was developed to ensure no one got sick from eating something disagreeable. The first step was to rub a small portion on the skin and wait a few hours. If a rash didn’t occur, then the next test involved rubbing just a tiny bit on the tester’s lip. If that didn’t produce any bad reaction, then the tongue was the next experiment. If the specimen didn’t cause any negative results, then just a mere fragment was ingested. 
So far, they had been lucky. Only one variety had been found to disagree with human consumption, and samples of the variety were shown to all of the food preparers so it would never be used. 
Being a nurse, Morgan ran the testing process with the documentation and attention to detail of a professional lab. First, she separated the samples and compared them to known varieties. Next, she labeled, photographed, and described each species in detail. Morgan meticulously catalogued the results and stored the document on her smart phone. It wasn’t just the seaweed that had to pass Morgan’s scrutiny, but every unidentified food source. She smiled to herself, thinking about the knowledge she had acquired. Another few years and she might be able to rival the wisdom of the typical Native American, indigenous to this area thousands of years ago. 
The island had several small brackish lakes along its western shore, and these had proven to be Crusoe’s breadbasket. The shores were lined with common cattails, those plants proving to be a wonderful source of nourishment. Stalks, roots and pollen had all contributed greatly to the diet of the islanders. 
A lack of yeast was initially a big problem. Boats weren’t exactly equipped for baking, and no one had any of the substance on board. It was the cattails that saved the day, their pollen used as flour that was mixed with water and covered with cheesecloth. After a week of sitting in the open, wild yeast had been captured from the air.
Soap was another ancillary product of the cattails and seaweed. Kelp was burned to a fine ash and then mixed with the milky substance from the shoots of the more mature shafts. Several of the women thought it made a better shampoo than any they had ever purchased from a drugstore.   
While the small island was devoid of larger trees, several acorn-producing varieties were identified at the far south end of the island, and the meaty seeds had been collected, blanched, and salted. 
Frogs, shrimp, crab, fish, birds, rabbit, rattlesnake, and occasionally bird eggs provided a healthy diet of protein. The men built traps and snares with scrap wire and wood. 
The seeds of fruits and vegetables, salvaged from items stocked in the fleet’s refrigerators and pantries and repurposed for propagation, were being carefully nurtured in Crusoe’s gardens. Tomatoes, potatoes, corn, and even squash were babied along in makeshift flowerpots on the back of practically every vessel. Because of the felonious habits of the local raccoon and rabbit populations, shore side planting was avoided. Black tie galas prior to the collapse were replaced with a kind of “Horticultural Expo,” a popular social event to compare the growth of these non-native plants. One of the pre-teens suggested that a Crusoe 4-H Fair might be in order by late summer.
As Morgan began sorting the new colors of seaweed, she wondered if any of the new samples would mimic the taste of pepper. She missed the bite of the fresh ground black spice on her meals. 
 
Plymouth, Ohio
June 20, 2017
 
Rusty heard it first. The red lab’s head rose off the rug and spun toward the road, something unusual attracting his attention. Grover Peterson lowered the book he was reading and stared at his pet. “What’s the matter boy?” 
Grover sat the book on the end table and pushed himself out of his favorite chair. Rusty didn’t point unless there was something worth checking out. Before he reached the front door, Grover recognized the car engine. The sound of gravel against rubber tires reached his ears well before the sedan came into view. The otherwise non-descript Ford wouldn’t normally have attracted any attention were it not for the fact that it was the first car to rattle down the road in weeks.
The 12-gauge double barrel next to the front door was reassuring, but Grover didn’t sense ill intent from the vehicle as it slowly drove past his mailbox. When the car stopped and backed up, he moved his hand to the barrel. When the driver turned into his driveway, he picked up the scattergun and Rusty barked, his fur bristling on the back of his spine. “It’s okay, boy. I see it.”
Grover lived in a rural, country cabin that had originally been built by his grandfather. His father had expanded both the home and the acreage of the northern Ohio farm. Grover had remodeled and modernized the place after his dad passed away some years ago. The homestead was still called the Peterson Farm by everyone in the area, even though Grover had broken the tradition of living off the land after his graduation from college. He didn’t want to be a farmer like his father – he wanted to make things with his hands.
As he watched the car approach down the long driveway, he noticed there were at least three men inside. This wasn’t good news because the shotgun only held two shells. Still, why would troublemakers be so stupid as to drive right up to the main house in broad daylight? 
As the sedan drew closer, the license plate disclosed it was a government vehicle. That didn’t mean as much now as it would have before the collapse. It would buy the interlopers a little more time to explain why they were here – but not much.
All four doors opened when the automobile stopped. Grover reached into the hall table’s drawer and put a handful of shells in his pocket. Three of the uninvited callers wisely remained adjacent to the car while the fourth strode across the sidewalk and up the wide, wooden steps leading to the front porch. Rusty growled right before the three knocks sounded on the door frame. 
“Who is it?” Grover yelled from beside the threshold.
“Mr. Peterson? My name is Dan Somerton. I’m with the Department of Homeland Security. I’d like to speak with you about Sugarhill Machine and Tool, sir.”
Grover’s eyebrows arched at the response. He phrased his answer carefully. “No offense, Mr. Somerton, but times have been a little strange lately. How would a body know you are who you say you are?”
While he couldn’t be sure, he thought the man on his front porch actually chuckled. “Mr. Peterson, I have my federal identification. The other men with me are from the Department of Commerce and the Department of Defense. We want to speak to you about getting Sugarhill back up and running again.”
“Please show your identification, sir.”
The man on the porch reached inside of his jacket pocket and produced an official-looking ID card. Grover couldn’t read it, but it seemed legitimate enough. He’d have to take the chance.
Cradling the shotgun in his arms, Grover unlatched the deadbolt and opened the front door. The hooked screen door stood between them, not much of a barrier if his instinct were wrong. The young man waiting on the other side smiled and pretended not to notice the 12-gauge. He probed, “Would you like to talk out here or inside Mr. Peterson?”
“I think we’d all be more comfortable inside. It’s a little cold out there for these old bones, if you know what I mean.”
“Fine with me, sir. I need to invite my colleagues to join in our conversation - if that’s okay with you?”
Grover nodded, hoping deep down inside he hadn’t made a big mistake.
The young man motioned to his friends, and soon everyone was shaking hands in the living room. Rusty transformed from guard dog to tail wagging, attention seeker, rubbing the legs of the strangers like he’d never had company before. Grover propped the shotgun against the arm of his chair and rested. 
Grover had sipped the last of his South American roasted coffee beans four days ago. Warm tea would have to do, as there hadn’t been any ice for weeks. The older gentleman’s offer was politely declined; everyone taking a seat after the social amenities were exchanged. Rusty returned to his reserved spot at Grover’s feet, head on front paws but eyes keen for any indication of someone interested in petting his head.
Somerton got right to business. “Mr. Peterson, we have identified Sugarhill as a key component supplier for several different critical path manufacturing facilities. We are trying to jumpstart these plants…get them going again. We drove by your facility a short time ago, and the building seemed intact. Do you know of any reason why you couldn’t start machining product again?”
Grover didn’t answer immediately. The young man had said a mouthful, and he was working through it bit by bit. Finally he glanced around at his visitors and responded. “Sugarhill…critical? Our business has been down…way down…for the last five years, young man. I find it hard to believe we’re ‘critical’ for anything.”
Peterson’s statement met with understanding nods all around. One of the suits replied, “We understand, sir. Still, your firm is listed as a supplier of several key components in the Government Services Administration’s database. Is that information incorrect?”
“Yes, we still can make everything, or at least we could. Most of my business went to China, young man. The only reason I kept the place open was to provide jobs for a dozen locals who’ve been with me for a long time. Sugarhill has lost money the last few years.”
Somerton expanded, “We can’t import from China any longer, Mr. Peterson. The parts Sugarhill can make are very important if we are going to get the country moving again. Can you provide us with a list of whom and what you would need to start making these items?” 
One of the other visitors handed Grover a single sheet of paper listing several different SKU numbers and descriptions. The items were all familiar, having been manufactured at his company over the years. Grover surveyed the list, making mental notes. “Nothing special or difficult here. You’ll have to round up my machinists and provide the raw materials. We’ll need electricity and water. A couple tons of quality bar stock and probably a few machine tool parts. Provide those items and a few things I’ve probably forgotten about, and we can produce these products.” Grover’s confidence seemed to make his visitors happy. 
The business owner still didn’t understand how resurrecting his flailing enterprise would fit into the grand scheme these bureaucrats were hatching. Even before the collapse, having three federal agencies send representatives to invite him to contract with the US government would have been odd; these days it was truly bizarre. “Gentlemen, I’m still a little puzzled. Sugarhill is a small, dilapidated, old country machine shop. Nothing more - nothing less. If we didn’t make parts for the local farmers, I would’ve closed the business years ago. I know there are dozens of bigger, more modern shops in Toledo and Cleveland. Why us? Why now?”
Somerton smiled as the mixed lab curled up at Grover’s feet shifted his weight to find his sweet spot. “Mr. Peterson, according to our information, Sugarhill never upgraded to modern, computer-driven lathes and presses. Our understanding is that all of your equipment setup is manually configured. The surge through the power gird destroyed millions of circuit boards in those modern machines, and we can’t replace them. Those hi-tech shops can’t even make paperclips right now.”
Grover nodded his understanding, signaling the man to continue. “Another factor is Sugarhill’s location. Some of the urban areas are…um…shall we say ‘unsettled’ at the moment. Plymouth, Ohio seems to have weathered the storm pretty well.”
The last remark caused Grover to snort. “The county sheriff suffered a heart attack, and we’ve barely kept up with burying the dead. We’ve had more suicides in the last four weeks than the last 50 years. The elderly can’t get their prescriptions, most folks are hungry, and even a bout of the flu can turn deadly. We’ve had two women die during childbirth since this whole mess started. I wouldn’t exactly call that ‘weathering the storm pretty well.’”
Much to Grover’s surprise, the young government man didn’t back down from his observation. “Mr. Peterson, I’m sorry the people around Plymouth have suffered, but what you’ve described can’t compare to the pain and suffering the larger cities are experiencing.”
Everyone decided to change the subject. Much to Rusty’s dismay, the four men soon left after agreeing to meet Grover at Sugarhill first thing in the morning.
 

Just after dawn, Dan Somerton was sitting outside Sugarhill’s facility when Grover and Rusty arrived. A high chain-link fence surrounded the 20,000-square foot metal building. After unlocking and opening the gate, both men parked on the gravel lot at the front of the building.
Grover hadn’t been inside for a few weeks, having seen no need to waste what gas he had left in his truck. The last visit had been to empty out the vending machines of every candy bar, bag of chips and roll of breath mints. He donated the two sacks of goodies to a local church to shore up the empty food bank coffers.
Grover retrieved the coffee, sugar, and creamer from the break room for his own use. 
As the two men approached the entrance, Somerton snorted. Someone, probably Grover, had nailed a hand-painted sign on the entrance: “No food inside – already picked clean.”
Grover noticed the young man’s reaction and shrugged, “I think it was worth a try. Seems like it worked.”
A quick tour of the shop revealed everything was as he had left it. Grover wouldn’t have been shocked if vandals broke into the property despite his brief, but succinct note on the door. After the past few months, nothing would surprise him again. 
Grover cleared a desktop for Dan in the front office, before pulling out various bills of material, drawings and machine instructions from the myriad of file cabinets lining the walls. 
The two men worked for almost five hours straight before determining how many of the government’s wish list Sugarhill could create - if raw materials were provided. Grover watched, fascinated as the young government employee removed a large, cell phone-looking device from his bag and dialed a number.
Almost immediately, a voicemail system answered the satellite phone. Grover thought it was funny as he listened to Dan leave a message asking for a call back.
After disconnecting the call, Dan shrugged his shoulders. “They are so busy. They have over 500 threads going all at the same time.”
“Threads?”
The government’s man nodded. “Yes, that’s what they call them. When all of the agencies finally got their act together, they established a set of priorities. Here, let me show you.”
Dan rummaged around in his briefcase and pulled out a sheet of paper, handing it to Grover.
The document carried the seal of the president of the United States, and outlined the official priorities for all government agencies for the recovery. Grover scanned the list:
1. Energy – Electrical power, refined fuels, nuclear, oil, natural gas, solar and wind 
2. Communications – Cell, internet, land-line, radio and television broadcasting
3. Transportation – As per #1 above, delivery of non-electrical power for heating, manufacturing and industrial usage
4. Medical – Hospitals, pharmaceutical, equipment
5. Manufacturing – Critical items required by #1 are deemed top priority
6. Agriculture – Spring planting, delivery of feed and other necessities for livestock, fertilizer and fuel for operations
Dan paused while Grover read, then added, “Without electrical energy, nothing gets done. It has amazed a lot of people how critical that link in the supply chain is.”
Grover’s expression reflected his understanding, “That’s why you want us to make these specific parts. They’re used in electric turbines. You need them to repair the power plants.”
Dan nodded. “You’re correct, sir. We can provide mobile electrical power, but it’s very limited. We started at the beginning and are working our way through each step. In your case, Sugarhill needs steel. We knew that before we came here, so a small mill outside of Flint has been operating for three days now. We drove two of the US Army’s big generator trucks to the mill, parked them outside, and hooked up the cables. We’ll do the same for Sugarhill in a few days. The steel from Flint will come here. After you make the parts, we’ll take them to the next step. That’s what we are calling a thread. There are over 500 of these threads in progress right now.”
Grover was impressed, but also awed by the complexity and scale of the undertaking. “Where did the mill get the raw materials it needed? Did you start at the mine?”
Dan shook his head, “No, we got lucky there. The mill had enough stock onsite to make what we needed. It’s rare for any manufacturing plant to keep much inventory. It’s expensive to store on the shelves, and with modern computer systems, they could order and receive delivery right before they need it. That’s a great system during normal times, but it has made it very difficult to get the country jumpstarted again.”
Grover started to comment, but Dan’s phone rang. The conversation conducted over the high-tech gadget sounded like any other materials planning meeting. Sugarhill needed A, B and C – when can those items be expected?
“We’ll have all of this stuff here in four days,” Dan continued. “I think we need to start gathering your machinists together and preparing to restart the shop.”
Grover agreed. “I don’t think that will be a problem. I do have one question though – how are we going to pay my people? Money isn’t much good right now, and while some of them would see the big picture, others are struggling with day-to-day living. To ask them to leave their families right now? Well, there would need to be some sort of an incentive.”
Dan smiled knowingly. “Do you think food would be proper compensation?”
“No doubt about it. You have access to that much food?”
Dan grinned and answered, “If food will do the trick, I’ll deliver the groceries. Let’s start going door to door tomorrow and make sure we can get everyone in here.”
“We’d better take my truck. People are a little edgy these days, and your government car might not be welcome.”
“I understand…. Believe me, I understand.”
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
June 21, 2017
 
Wyatt lounged on Boxer’s bridge and inspected the community of Crusoe. Like a favorite lounge chair in the living room, he had taken to the captain’s chair as his favorite perch to enjoy the day’s first cup of coffee. The coffee was almost gone, and he dreaded when he could no longer relish one of the few luxuries this life afforded.
Just like Wyatt and his favorite chair, the residents of Crusoe settled into a routine not unlike any small town. Each morning, Wyatt and the others busied themselves with the small maintenance items required to keep their boats functional as a home. After those tasks were completed, the boaters tended to gather around the dock to discuss community needs as a whole.
Energy was always the single biggest concern. Gasoline or diesel was required to generate 95% of Crusoe’s electrical power, and there weren’t any gas stations open for refilling the fuel tanks. As the weather progressed from warm to hot, it grew more difficult to sleep or find comfort during the day without running the air conditioners. Everyone suffered, unwilling to waste the fuel consumed by running the gensets.
There were three boats in the fleet that had substantial wind or solar power. Even with the fairly constant onshore breeze, the wind turbines wouldn’t produce enough juice to run air conditioners. Batteries could be recharged, but climate control required more power than any of the renewable systems could provide.
Not all of the boats had arrived at Crusoe with the same amount of fuel. This had been a major challenge for the community, as some people believed everyone should share equally while others thought each family unit should stand on its own. Eventually, a system of barter was instituted, with the fuel-rich boaters trading for other necessities. One of the most valuable commodities turned out to be toilet paper.
Wyatt worked the calculations a dozen times. The gasoline-powered boats would empty their reserves first, probably in the next 20 days. The diesel boats would fare better, lasting another 30-45 days. After that, the community would be limited to what was provided by the sun and wind.
Because fuel was a finite resource, every possible method of conservation was implemented. Firewood was scavenged from the rubble of the old base, as well as from the beach. Patrols gathered what washed ashore twice weekly. Food was cooked, water heated, and fish smoked using dockside pits. While every boat in the fleet was outfitted with microwaves, or ovens of some sort, the outside kitchens required little precious fuel and thus replaced their technologically advanced cousins.
Making fresh water was another energy draw, as water makers ran off electricity. The pioneers determined that water usage should be divided into two categories, public and private. Each boat maintained water in its private storage tank, while public water facilities were established onshore.
One of the industrious residents created a series of shower stalls that utilized the sun to heat the water. Hanging overhead in clear plastic bags, the Crusoe Public Bathhouse even sported its own handmade sign. Wyatt smirked when he laid eyes on the facility, thinking how much the rustic structure reminded him of “Gilligan’s Island.” 
Dishwashing, food processing, and laundry were all deemed public uses of water. The diesel boats typically were equipped with the largest capacity systems and the most fuel, so they became known as the Crusoe Water Company. Wyatt sat and watched the morning bucket brigade filling their containers at the back of a diesel boat. Each morning, several residents carried that water ashore to be used for public consumption. It was a lot of work. Wyatt snorted when he overheard one of the residents complaining, “I never thought about how heavy water was until I moved to Crusoe.”
When they had first arrived, such a remark would have gone unnoticed. Now, Wyatt paid attention to those things, always trying to gauge attitude, morale and sense of community. Governing what was essentially a small town appeared easy at first. Everyone seemed to pull together, given that ultimately their survival was always in question.  After the newness of the island wore off, small quarrels began to pop up here and there. Initially, these minor disagreements typically involved policies or systems that impacted the entire community. Some residents, for example, tired of fish as the main source of protein. They began to lobby for investing more time in gathering alternative sources of nourishment.  
Wyatt realized early on that some organized form of decision-making was going to be necessary to keep the peace. Every boater couldn’t vote on every issue that arose, so a town council of sorts was formed. 
The boats were rafted together in three rows, with each row electing its own representative. A row could have an election anytime it wanted. Issues, disputes and grievances were aired before the council meetings, which were always open to the public. So far, everyone had abided by the decisions made at these morning assemblies. Wyatt had pondered more than once what would happen when someone decided they didn’t want to follow the determination of the council. To date, the rule of law had held. 
Some disputes focused on the division of labor. The vast majority of the boaters were over 50 years old, and several nursed minor health issues. Todd, David, and Sage were the youngest members of the community and were initially treated like everyone’s grandchildren. After arriving at Army Hole, these younger, more energetic residents were inundated with requests to help with this, fetch that, or carry those. Happy to help at first, their generosity quickly wore off as each was assigned a normal workload on top of the friendly, informal requests. The situation eventually degraded to the point where Sage spoke up at one council meeting, asking the gathered crowd if slavery had been reinstituted while she had been sleeping. 
A few personality conflicts arose as well. Essentially, everyone’s house was practically on top of the neighbors’ – a cramped experience for some. The close proximity of the boats resulted in occasional spats ranging from accusations of eavesdropping to neighbors playing loud music late into the night. One solution was the discovery that the parks department had constructed a bunkhouse next to the ranger station. This small cabin could accommodate up to eight people and had survived the years relatively intact.  It was a couple from one of the smaller cabin cruisers who announced one afternoon that they were going on vacation. Tired of the small, cramped space their vessel provided, they packed up blankets, air mattresses and a picnic basket and headed to the bunkhouse for an overnighter. The Crusoe Holiday Six quickly became popular, as did camping on the beach. 
As the weather grew hot, so did tempers. There was so much physical, sweaty labor involved to just provide the basics, people became easily irritated. It was Morgan who came up with the idea to reschedule as many chores as possible at night. Lights were rigged high on the boats with solar recharging. Dishes, laundry, cooking and other preparations were migrated to the cooler air of the evening. 
The single biggest problem was morale. It had been almost five months since the world had fallen apart, and there wasn’t any sign of a recovery. It was the younger members of the community that worried Wyatt the most. Sage had asked her father if he thought she would ever have a date again. David had joked about how he should have married his high school sweetheart, teasing his mother over the fading hope of having grandchildren. Morgan smiled and laughed at the jest, but Wyatt knew the entire affair bothered her.
The older members of the community seemed to deal with the lack of television, internet and cell phones in stride. The “under 30” crowd struggled with the change. For a while, DVD movies were a popular recreational activity, the young and able-bodied congregating at night to share the event. After a month or so, attendance began to drop off, and Wyatt heard mumblings about how watching the visual images of the past were depressing. 
Visits to the beach for swimming, picnics and throwing Frisbees were popular for a while, but that activity began to decline in popularity as the temperate spring air turned to the blistering hot, Texas summer. Morgan commented on how the newness of sand and surf quickly wore off. It was a good thing too, as the last squirt of sunblock coincided with a sweltering day, adding to the avoidance of outdoor recreation.
There were positive aspects to life in Crusoe. Most everyone lost weight given the diet of fresh foods, increase in daily exercise, and the unavailability of quarter pounder combo meals. Several of the middle-aged residents reported having more energy than before, with colds and sniffles being almost non-existent.
Alcohol consumption was no longer an option - the last few bottles of hard liquor being designated as emergency medical supplies and locked away with Morgan’s other first aid equipment. Wyatt chuckled out loud, thinking about how several of the men had threatened to build a still. The project had never materialized because no one knew how to ferment spirits without sugar. 
Wyatt stretched his legs, his gaze wandering ashore where Todd and David were cleaning the salt from two fishing reels. He was proud of how David had become the younger boy’s friend and helped eased Crusoe’s youngest member through the problems associated with their new life. Wyatt could see how David had benefited from the relationship as well. He made a mental note to try and reward the two young men somehow.
 
Plymouth, Ohio
June 25, 2017
 
Grover gazed at what amounted to the most unusual parade Plymouth, Ohio had ever seen. In the lead was a plain-looking government sedan, complete with flashing blue lights mounted on the roof. Nothing out of the ordinary there, he mused. Most parades started with a police escort of some sort.
It was what rolled by afterwards that was so out of place. Two military Humvees with machine guns mounted on the roof were next in line. Helmeted soldiers manned the ominous-looking weapons, moving the heavy barrels right and left as they rolled by. Grover noted the shiny brass belts of ammunition hanging beneath the black guns. Those aren’t just for show, he thought.
Behind those armed attendants were two huge military trucks painted in forest green camouflage, accented with black stenciled numbers all over the sides. Grover guessed those were the generator trucks, but couldn’t be sure. He’d never seen anything quite like them.
Another armed Humvee was followed by two private tractor-trailers. The common over-the-road trucks were commandeered by soldiers, each cab outfitted with a rider managing the barrel of an M16 as it protruded from the window.
A bright yellow school bus followed the semis. Reflecting sunlight blocked Grover’s line of sight inside the windows, but he knew there were no schoolchildren inside. He realized that the food, electrical generators, and other equipment on its way to Sugarhill were extremely valuable. The bus transported dozens of soldiers – designated sentries for his small machine shop.
Grover’s truck was the first vehicle of what would become Plymouth’s second parade of the day. Dan and he had dedicated days to canvassing the community; personally contacting Sugarhill’s machinists and other employees to make sure enough staff would be available to manufacture the desperately needed parts.
The campaign had yielded some tragic results. So many people were dead or too sick to work. The surviving population of Plymouth, Ohio suffered from lack of nutrition and the diseases that naturally followed, as well as lack of access to maintenance medications, ordinarily taken daily to control the symptoms of hypertension or diabetes or clinical depression. Regardless of the cause, Sugarhill would barely have enough staff reporting to restart the company. Grover was determined to roll up his sleeves and contribute.
Providing transportation for those healthy enough to report for work proved problematic. As automobile tanks had been drained to provide fuel for generators, no one had any gasoline left. It was the FEMA representative who managed to deliver three five-gallon plastic cans of gas to mobilize the workforce.
Grover drove from duplex to cottage to farmhouse, pouring a gallon or two in his employee’s cars and trucks so they could make it to Sugarhill. Those personnel were now lined up behind him, ready to follow the military convoy to the plant. Everyone switched off their motors to conserve every last drop of the precious liquid.
Due to security concerns, Grover was instructed to hold until the last escort vehicle passed, wait for a few minutes, and then follow. The small, once friendly town of Plymouth was an abstract backdrop for the military hardware slowly snaking its way down Main Street.  Grover couldn’t help but consider the surreal picture the situation had created. The brick and clapboard storefronts broadcasted a message of welcoming, rural America. The locally owned businesses that lined Main were inviting, honest places to fill a prescription, shop for second-hand goods or share a sandwich for lunch. Watching an armed, ready-to-engage military force passing by windows that advertised fresh pie and a sale on paper towels was disturbing, almost bizarre. 
Grover waited the prerequisite amount of time before pulling onto Main and following the government procession. He glanced in his rearview mirror to verify everyone was part of the convoy. A few miles outside of town, they encountered one of the military Humvees blocking the road. Grover was identified and waived by, as were the six civilian cars and trucks following behind him. Presumably, folks who didn’t have business at the machine shop wouldn’t be allowed to pass.
The once-abandoned business became a beehive of activity. Soldiers scampered here and there, distributing power cables, boxes of supplies, and other equipment. As soon as the employees had collected in the front office, a man wearing the uniform of a major greeted everyone and explained that the Army Corp of Engineers would have the power turned on shortly. 
Before long, duties and tasks were assigned to all of Grover’s staff, and everyone began to work, trying to reboot Sugarhill. 
Within two hours, electrical power was flowing through the shop, provided by the rumbling generators parked outside. That milestone caused the men working inside to pause, many of them staring up at the florescent bulbs like they had never seen electric lights before. Grover let it go, intrigued by the reaction. A few moments passed before the boss cleared his throat rather loudly, a signal it was time to get back at it. 
By late that evening, the first lathe was turning. Sugarhill was in business again.  
 
Plano, Texas
June 28, 2017
 
The small U. S. Air Force shuttle landed quite smoothly, the pilot braking hard to slow the rolling plane before it reached the end of the short runway. Even in normal times, the Plano, Texas Regional Airport didn’t see that many jet aircraft. In reality, the plane could have skidded sideways and spun in circles and Reed probably wouldn’t have cared. He was going to see his family.
The congressman also failed to observe several damaged aircraft parked outside the hangars. The charred rubble of a nearby maintenance facility went completely unnoticed as well. Reed just wanted to hold his wife and children.
Six Texas National Guardsmen were waiting for the aircraft. Two would remain behind to protect his plane while the pilots were escorted to a nearby facility for food and rest. A pair of the reservists would accompany Reed to his father-in-law’s remote ranch. Texas was still a dangerous place for travelers – or anyone else for that matter. Five other government vehicles from various agencies and authorities waited on Reed’s traveling companions. The representative’s head came out of the clouds long enough to realize all of the drivers were armed. 
In a way, Reed felt guilty. He was using resources that no doubt could have been utilized doing other things. The remorse wasn’t overwhelming, just a small tugging that slightly tainted what would have otherwise been the perfect homecoming.
A small, unfolding staircase allowed everyone to depart the aircraft. Reed had talked little with the other passengers during the flight. A combination of FEMA, DOD and Homeland Security personnel were aboard. Their conversations had held little interest for Reed. His mind filled with visions of his family, curiosity over how much the children had grown and a longing to hold his wife. Right now, nothing else was going to hold his attention. 
“Congressman,” approached an older man wearing captain’s bars, “If you’ll please accompany me, we’ll be on our way.”
Reed nodded, glad there wasn’t going to be another delay. In minutes, his overnight bag was loaded into the back of the Humvee, and they were moving. 
The military version of the Hummer wasn’t very comfortable – lacking the amenities normally associated with the high-end civilian model. The dash wasn’t padded, the seats were quite hard, and there wasn’t a stereo in the console. Reed barely noticed and didn’t care. He was going to see his family. 
The two guardsmen were very quiet, and that suited Reed just fine. No doubt they had their own problems, missed their own families or were worried about their own homes. Reed couldn’t fix that, and had learned several weeks ago not to dwell on things he couldn’t fix. There were simply too many objects-beyond-repair in his current life.
The drive through suburban Dallas didn’t shock him. Piles of ashes where there had been thriving businesses, gas stations boarded up, people standing in line for handouts or medical care…the scene reminded him of Washington – probably the same as any major American city.
As they passed, Reed couldn’t help but notice the faces of the people. Words kept popping into his mind, words like hollow, sunken, forlorn - zombies.  Children didn’t move with the energy of youth as they should have. Reed watched a mother with two pre-teen kids walking down the sidewalk, all of them stirred with the lethargic gait of the elderly, the infirm or the weak.  
Dirty faces and stringy hair were the norm. Many of the people appeared to just be standing or sitting – no place to go or nothing to do. The passing Hummer was a curiosity, but a minor one. The military vehicle wasn’t even worthy of the energy required to move one’s neck so as to follow its progress.
Reed had played sports in high school. While his athletic ability wasn’t worthy of note, he had developed a keen eye toward judging momentum. He could always tell how the game was going to end by watching the body language and expressions of the players. Momentum was so important. The winners knew how to turn it around. The better teams seemed to sense how to manage it. 
“We’re losing,” he muttered quietly. “We’ve lost momentum, and the world is kicking out butts. We’re beaten, and the game’s not even over yet.”
Reed forced himself to direct his vision ahead, determined not to allow anything or anybody dampen his mood. He only had one day, a short 24 hours to visit. He wanted to make the most of it.
Before long, they were out of the urban area and into the countryside. It was a relief. The open spaces of northern Texas rewarmed Reed’s soul, recharging his mood. It was if they had driven out from under a giant dome of gloom and despair. The air was different out here - the fog of suffering was diluted. These people are doing better, he thought. They’re better off, if for no other reason than not having to witness so much pain in their fellow man.
The two-hour drive seemed to pass quickly, despite the rock-hard seat and jarring ride. Reed pointed to the lane leading to the ranch where his father-in-law was waiting by the gate. Climbing out of the older, faded pickup, the tall man moved to unlock the heavy chain. Dressed in worn jeans and button-collar plaid shirt, the old cowboy looked distinguished in a western sort-of-way. His rugged demeanor, worn boots and dirty Stetson gave Reed a sense of peace. Who better to have looking after his family in a world that resembled the Old West than a son born of those times?   
At the end of the long, winding driveway waited his wife and children. Reed almost didn’t wait for the driver to come to a complete stop. He threw the door open and rushed to the reunion, not having enough arms to deliver the embraces so mightily needed.

Cob McCormick gingerly perched in the old lawn chair on the back porch. “There’s a front moving in, boy; I feel it in my bones,” he said to the old hound at his feet. Bluto’s answer was a short wag of his tail and nothing more.
Cob knew it was the broken leg he’d suffered years ago. It was more accurate than any of these high-tech weathermen on television. The old rancher couldn’t suppress a chuckle. The notion that not only was his old injury capable of forecasting, his bone-barometer had outlasted all those high-tech Doppler thing-ah-mah-jiggers and electronic climate voodoo machines. He knew it was going to rain tonight, and those television weathermen weren’t saying much these days. Another victory for the old ways, he thought.
For the hundredth time, he concluded the broken leg had been punishment – the Lord’s wrath. A warning from God directed at an out-of-control youth to mend his unbridled ways. Cob shook his head at the memory, a slight color warming his leathery face. It was as close as Cob got to shame.  
“No,” he commented to Bluto, “it was that ornery cuss Slang Adams. It was his fault we all went down to Mexico to drink and carouse. It was sinful, boy. Nothing more and nothing less.”
Bluto’s soulful eyes gazed at his master with an expression that seemed to say, “I’ve heard this story a million times before.” And in fact, he had.  
“How was I supposed to know that pretty senorita had a jealous boyfriend? How was I to know he was skilled with a shovel handle?” Cob reached down and scratched the old hound’s ear, the act initiating a rapid sweeping motion of Bluto’s tail. “No, old boy, a man’s past deeds come back on him later in life. I can remember all of us piling into the back of Slang’s worn-out, Oldsmobile convertible after that last football game. Full of ourselves, we were. All young and invincible - heading to Mexico to sample beer and pretty girls.”
Cob shook his head at the memory and wondered why he dwelled on that injury so much. Maybe it was because it was the only time in his life another man had bested him. Maybe it was because of his father’s reaction.
Cob’s mom had gone off like a rocket when she found out the truth, clutching her Bible to her chest and ranting for hours. Cob’s daddy just shook his head, pretending disgust for his wife’s sake. Later, when they were alone, he’d only had one question for his wayward son – “You didn’t run into a pretty gal down there by the name of Katrina, did ya?”
His old man hadn’t waited on an answer, and the incident was never spoken of again. Cob realized his father was sending a message – I can’t throw the first stone because I’m not without sin.
“Bluto, I’ve been shot by a rustler, suffered broken ribs, been thrown from a horse, and lost count of the number of fistfights with ranch hands. Why do I keep coming back to Mexico?”
Again, Bluto wasn’t any help.
Cob waved off his companion’s silence. The dog was beginning to act like his wife, BeaGwen - both of them evidently bored with his reminiscing.  The rancher changed his gaze to the backyard. While he would never admit it, the old gruff loved having his grandkids here at the ranch. Having his only daughter back home during these troubling times was a bonus. Cob casually observed the kids run around the ancient rusty swing set, yelping and laughing with their parents. 
Cob had to admit Reed had turned out okay. He hadn’t been happy when his baby girl had run off to college so far away. When she had returned home with this Wallace fella, well, Cob just couldn’t seem to warm to the kid. Despite BeaGwen’s being partial to Reed, the announcement of their marriage had almost put him in his grave. Bluto had always judged Reed acceptable as well, so the wedding had proceeded without strong protest.
Cob looked down at Bluto and raised his eyebrows. “I guess he wasn’t a big city lawyer for so long. Being a state representative is honorable, I suppose. Service to your country is never a bad thing.”
Cob glanced up in time to see Reed hobbling toward him, out of breath from playing tag with the kids. The congressman took a nearby chair. “Cob, I can’t tell you how thankful I am that my family has your place as a retreat. I would’ve gone insane with worry over the last few months if they hadn’t been here.”
Cob nodded and spoke without turning to acknowledge Reed. “No problem, son. She may be your wife, but she’s still my baby girl in a way. I wouldn’t have had her and the kids anyplace else. They’ll be just fine right here until things settle down. How’s that going, if I may ask?”
Reed paused for a moment, unsure of how to answer. He decided the tough, old rancher could handle more than most people. “It’s not good, Cob. The government is broke, there’s no money coming in, and other countries won’t do business with us. The military is fed up, the federal employees are at the end of their ropes, and most people have lost hope.”
The lack of reaction didn’t surprise Reed. He had gotten to know his father-in-law well over the years. He was a rugged individual and had seen his share of hard times. Cob rubbed his chin, clearly in thought. The rancher bent down and scratched Bluto’s head, finally ready to speak. “You know, they asked for it. Ever since FDR, they’ve been asking for this. In a way, I’m surprised it took this long. The whole premise of how the government was working just didn’t make sense.”
“What do you mean by ‘premise,’ Cob?”
The old gentleman scanned the horizon with his hand. “You know, we raise cattle here. The land isn’t naturally blessed with enough vegetation to feed more than a single longhorn or two per acre. A man can’t make a living off of a couple head per acre, so we plant our own feed. We had to grow our own in order to expand the herd. Now, back in the day, there were some old fools who thought growing crops was a better way to make money. They raised grain, no cattle, and tried to sell it every year. They all failed.”
Cob paused for a moment, his protective gaze focused on one of the children who had just fallen down. When laughter confirmed the child was okay, he continued. “There were others who were strictly cattlemen. Planting crops was considered radical, not the business of a true rancher. They tried to buy their feed from others, but it was always too expensive, and eventually, they all failed as well.”
Reed didn’t get it. When Cob looked up, the congressman’s expression said as much. “The federal government has vacillated between being “cattle only” to “crops only,” depending on who’s in power. The Republicans want to be cattle only. They think the cattle should be more robust, be able to survive without store-bought feed. Their answer was always to buy more land in order to grow the herd and stay in business. The Democrats, on the other hand, think it should be crops only. They want to borrow money to plant the crop and pay it back after harvest. Neither system works on its own. Both of them kept borrowing money to cover the failure. They kept going into debt, thinking next year’s crop or beef prices would cover the loss. It never did.”
Reed was beginning to catch on, curious over the analogy. “So Cob, how did you do it?”
The old man shook his head at the remembrances raised by the question. “Son, it wasn’t easy. There’s a balance between the herd size and the amount of debt you’re willing to risk on planting and harvesting. I was lucky and found the key years ago.”
Reed’s vision was on the backyard, but his mind was on Cob’s words. He knew the basics of ranching economics, but had never thought of it the way it was being described.
Cob wasn’t finished. “Didn’t you tell me a while ago that the government didn’t print its own money?”
Reed nodded, “Yes, that’s right. The Federal Reserve controls that function. The government borrows from them.”
“Reed, isn’t that the same as the rancher who won’t plant his own crops? He has to go buy feed from someone else? During a drought, feed is everything.”
The congressman shook his head and pushed back. “It’s not that simple Cob, but I’ll play along. The government has tried the other way, too. A long time ago, the government was like the rancher who only planted crops. They printed their own money, and it didn’t work. It was too easy, and it got out of control. Anything they wanted to do, they just printed money. Pretty soon, the currency wasn’t worth anything.”
Cob’s gaze focused on Reed, and his voice became monotone. “How much land you have is the key Reed. Some of the land has to be reserved for grazing while the crops grow. Another portion has to be set aside for planting. You can’t plant on land you don’t control. You can’t let your herd graze on your neighbor’s place.”
Reed realized Cob was trying to tell him something, but it just wasn’t registering. “I’m still not getting it, Cob. I’m sorry, but my brain is a little foggy. Let’s say for a minute that the government printed its own money. How do you keep politicians from going wild? How do you establish control? It’s been tried before, and the results were disastrous.”
Cob didn’t hesitate. “Our founding fathers believed in checks and balances. The government should set up the exact same system on both the creation of money and how much they spend. Just like the rancher having good years of harvest and bad years for livestock, the government should have the same restrictions on printing and spending. The rancher is limited on both by how much land he has. Land is everything; it imposes its own set of checks and balances.”
Reed shook his head, internally dismissing the concept. “Cob, I hear ya, and I can’t disagree, but it’ll never work. The country is down and almost out. It’s not the time to make major changes.”
The old gent looked at Reed with clear eyes and a soft voice. “I wonder how many people told FDR the same thing back in the 30s. You and I may not agree with what he did, but he got in front and led the people. Sometimes leadership is all that folks need.”
Cob stood and stretched. The children raced to the porch, tired of their game. “Grandpa! Can we ride the horses?”
Cob turned back to Reed, his expression clearly indicating the conversation was over. He leaned close to the little ones’ faces and announced, “Sure enough, kids. I’ll go saddle up Thunder and Lightning for ya.”
Reed leaned back in his chair, his mind cycling Cob’s words.
 
Fort Meade, Maryland
July 1, 2017
 
Reed’s smile was genuine for the first time in weeks. The government was moving back to Washington, and martial law was being rescinded! The news had been announced yesterday at a joint session. 
Before the official word, rumors had spread around Fort Meade like wildfire. Excitement filled the hall as rows of folding chairs had been assembled, and all of the elected officials and their staff had gathered together. When the Speaker of the House and President of the Senate delivered the word, the entire building had erupted in unbridled celebration. 
As congressmen from both sides of the aisle hugged, shook hands and patted backs, no one bothered to ask what the condition of the country really was. Truth be told, seeing the nation move forward, even by baby steps, was all they could think about right now. The mood was jubilant; the nation was returning to democracy, and the details could wait.
If anyone had bothered to ask, the news would’ve been mostly positive. America was slowly returning to a country of services, capabilities and in a few isolated areas - conveniences.
Electrical service was re-established incrementally. Some cities and towns delivered power a few hours per day, while others had fulltime service as soon as the lights blinked on the first time.
The internet was only a few days behind. In some locations, digital modems surprised owners, or at least those who were paying attention, with green lights indicating connection. On one street in San Francisco, a wild street party had broken out when it was discovered that the World Wide Web was truly worldwide again. Initially, the net was slow. What few web pages were active took several minutes to load. While it would take months before the majority of internet sites were functional again, it was a major relief for many people just to feel connected in some way to the outside world.
Email was one of the most utilized web applications in those first few days. Millions of families had spent months without any communication with distant relatives or loved ones. Sometimes the news was good – everyone was okay. Often, the inbox bore heartbreaking messages of lost friends and kin. After grieving, most people agreed that the “not knowing” had been the worst of it.  
Texting was available before actual cell phone calls or landlines. Those who managed to charge their cell phones were surprised to receive messages before any other type of service registered on most devices.
The first cable television systems broadcasted from New York, Miami, and Boston. No one knew how many customers were receiving the transmissions, but limited news and information was finally flowing to the public.
The agencies of the federal government were the primary sources of radio and television programming, and most people didn’t seem to mind. A citizen viewing a broadcast could receive valuable information regarding the current situation both locally and nationally. The daily transmission of “public information” programming addressed topics ranging from where to receive medical care to which companies were requesting employees to report for work.
Church groups, synagogues, and other non-government organizations began to contribute a great deal to the recovery. The problematic role of providing meals and basic medical care changed as things improved. Job fairs, volunteer coordination, day care and other social services were in high demand, with thousands of private organizations stepping up to provide these acute needs.

While petroleum refineries and other critical infrastructure were given the absolute top priority, the American entrepreneurial spirit awakened, and businesses of all types made a go at reopening their doors. Bistros, cafes, and sandwich shops alike asked employees to report as soon as possible, even though they had no idea when food deliveries would begin. Post-collapse clean up in the food service industry was daunting - many eateries had freezers full of spoiled and decaying food to be disposed of. Some restaurants had been looted and needed repair in order to serve paying customers.
For most of the country, the frustration levels were high. It seemed that the supply chain couldn’t get itself sorted out fast enough for anyone. Some cities had an abundance of gasoline, but no diesel fuel. The restarting of the American machine sputtered and spurted, but never died. Despite a constant bombardment of obstacles and barriers, no one even considered giving up. 
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 
New York, New York
July 4, 2017
 
Helen perched at the bar in her kitchen, picking at the government-issued meal consisting of what was supposed to be meatloaf and mashed potatoes. She was reminiscing about the fresh salads once served at the corner deli when a knock at the door startled her. It took her a moment to compose herself because visitors were such a rare occurrence these days. It’s probably nothing, she thought. I bet
Mrs. Winston wants me to watch the kids again while she takes the trash downstairs. 
Helen brushed non-existent crumbs from her slacks, smoothed the wrinkles from her blouse, and swiped her bangs. She balanced on her tippy toes and peered through the peephole, barely recognizing the uniformed man in the hall.
It’s him! Her heart’s pace quickened as she scanned the living area in panic, completely unprepared for guests. It suddenly dawned on her that he might leave, and she didn’t want that. She called out, “Just a minute!”
Helen didn’t know what to do. There was so much wrong, and she didn’t know where to start. Her head pivoted, seeing an apartment that was messy, her clothes that were plain, and thinking about her slightly askew appearance. Oh well, she thought. Not a thing I can do about it now.
She smoothed her hair one last time as she opened the deadbolt and other locks, hoping he wouldn’t think her paranoid for taking what she judged as prudent precautions for a single girl in New York. When she pulled the door open, his eyes met hers, and he flashed a ready smile. “Hi. Hope I’m not coming by at a bad time?”
Helen just stood there for a moment, unsure of how to respond. She finally pulled it together and answered. “No…no…please come in. I’m just embarrassed; my place is such a mess.”
“Oh, no – I don’t want to intrude. I was in the area for a commander’s meeting, and we finished early. I thought I would check in on you, and, well, invite you to a movie. It is Independence Day, after all. I thought you might show kindness to a soldier.”
“A movie?”
Pat looked down, unsure if her response were due to surprise at being asked out or the fact that there was actually a film playing somewhere. “They show a movie once a week now for officers and their spouses…or dates. I’m not sure what’s showing tomorrow, but I thought you might like to get out and do something different.”
Two hundred things flooded Helen’s mind at once. A myriad of consternations arose, ranging from apprehension over having enough water to bathe, to questioning which of her clothes were clean. In the end, none of that mattered. “I’d love to see a movie, and I don’t care which one it is. It’s very kind of you to ask.”
The young officer seemed pleased at her response. He glanced over her shoulder into the apartment and asked, “Do you need anything? Have enough food and stuff?”
“I’m fine, and thank you for asking. Since the electricity has been on more lately, it’s been easier to get around. I’ve even had air conditioning through the night twice this week!”
He nodded, “Things are slowly getting better. I heard that electricity will be restored to this area full time in two weeks or less. They are even gathering up the NYPD officers so they can take over for the military sometime soon. Before you know it, this city will be back to normal again.”
It dawned on Helen that they were still standing in the doorway. Again she offered, “Would you like to come in? My place is a mess, but you’re welcome to come in and sit down.”
“No, no thank you. I can’t stay long. Gotta get back to the unit. What about if I pick you up at 1900 hours tomorrow night?”
Helen’s brow wrinkled, not understanding. “What time? I don’t under…”
Pat interrupted her, “I’m sorry…I’ve been doing this for too long. Let me try again. Can I pick you up at 7 tomorrow evening?”
Helen smiled, “You bet. Do I need a formal gown?”
“No,” Pat said shaking his head. “Jeans will be just fine. There’ll be food as well. I’ll have you home by 11.”
After a quick goodbye, Pat pivoted and was gone. Helen closed and relocked her door, lost in a torrent of emotions. Things really are looking up, she thought.
 
Matagorda Island
July 4, 2017
 
Sage had been in a funk all day. It was her turn for dishwashing and fire patrol – random luck of the draw that she’d been assigned her two least favorite jobs on the same day. With the way things were going, laundry would be on tomorrow’s list.
“I’ll post about my crappy day on Faceb...” she started to mumble to herself. The realization social networks no longer existed stopped her cold. We’ve been here four months, and I’m still thinking about Facebook?
As she meandered back toward Boxer, she overheard two of the men talking about it being Independence Day. Maybe that’s why I’m in such a down mood, she thought. 
Sage’s mind wandered back to last year’s Fourth of July holiday. She had met up with Karen and Teresa for a trip downtown to see the big fireworks display. The trio had run into some boys and shared their blanket at the park, oohing and ahhing at the colorful display. 
The trip down memory lane led to concern over her friends. She knew Karen was probably okay – her folks had a country place outside of town. Teresa was a different story. Her folks were divorced, and her mom had to work two jobs just to pay the rent on their little apartment. She wished there was some way to talk to Teresa, just to see how her friend was doing.
Sage stopped walking and absentmindedly gazed at a flock of birds banking in formation. “I wish I had your freedom,” she whispered quietly to herself. That statement caused another wave of depression to roll through her mind. Her nineteenth birthday was coming soon. Who would have thought my life would be over after only 19 years?
She realized that was the crux of the problem. She had no life. Gone was her hope of becoming a nurse like her mother. Her social activities had vanished into thin air. She couldn’t watch a new movie, go to the mall to flirt with the guys, or even chat with her friends on the phone. 
The more she thought about it, the more her feelings felt like a heavy weight on her chest. Sage’s eyes watered up, thinking about everything that was no more – all that she had lost and could never recover. There was no future here, nothing to look forward to.
Standing alone at the dock with her shoulders slumped, arms hanging loosely from her sides, Sage began to weep. At first, her eyes felt wet, and she had the sniffles. Then her throat felt tight, and her lungs needed breath. When her mind found the memories of the stuffed animals still lying on her bed back at the apartment, her body was racked with sobs. 
Sage didn’t hear the footsteps behind her. Despite the near hysterical tears, she jumped a little as a strong pair of arms pulled her into a gentle embrace. She knew from the smell and touch that it was her father. She glanced up, realizing some minor comfort from the concerned look on his face. 
For a brief moment, embarrassment flashed across her face, but it faded instantly. Her father didn’t say anything – he held her tight in a loving embrace and slowly petted the back of her head. Sage let it go. The emotional floodgates opened, and her body shuddered with the release. For several minutes it all poured out, and she felt like a little girl again.
When she was empty, she pulled back from Wyatt and rubbed the tears from her cheek. Wyatt produced a familiar handkerchief – one he had carried for years. That small square of cloth almost made her start again – it had been used to dry her eyes for as long as she could remember. The worn cotton carried a heritage of comforting skinned knees, healing broken hearts, and mending fences with her brother.
“It’s alright, baby…it’ll all be okay,” were her father’s first words. 
Sage dried her face and cleared her nose, folding the hanky to find a dry spot. “Daddy, I’m sorry…I don’t know why I’m so…”
Wyatt pulled her close again, expecting another barrage of tears. Sage controlled it this time, pushing it back down inside. “I just miss my friends…and school…and life.”
“Come on baby, let’s go for a walk.”
Sage nodded, and the two turned to stroll down one of the many paths leading away from Army Hole. After they were out of sight of the dock, Sage gave voice to her fears. “It’s just not fair. Everything’s been taken away from us. I’m nothing now – just a dishwashing blob that gets up every morning and repeats the same routine…like a zombie.”
Wyatt nodded his understanding. “Sage, there are positive things about this life. I know it’s difficult to find them sometimes, but they exist.”
Sage wasn’t buying it. “Name one positive thing.”
Wyatt thought for a moment and then smiled. “Okay. Right before we left, you thought you weren’t going to be able to come with us to the boat. You had a final coming up, and your boss wanted you to work extra hours. As I recall, your mother said you were very stressed out.”
Sage remembered, “Yes, It was pretty hectic that day.”
Wyatt stopped walking and faced his daughter. “Now, we don’t have those stressors. There are few outside deadlines, no bills to pay and no grades to worry about. You didn’t even have to file your taxes this year.”
Sage thought about her father’s words for a bit. Frowning, she responded, “I understand what you’re trying to say, but I had a purpose then – a goal. Most of my problems before were because I was working for something; money, a degree, a relationship - something to make me better.”
“Sage, there’s plenty here to work for – lots to improve. I’m sorry our old way of life disappeared. I wish I could fix that, but I can’t. We have to make the best of what’s been handed to us.”
The two turned back down the path and continued their journey. The ocean breeze carried the sound of seabirds and the smell of saltwater. The worn path yielded into soft sand, and Sage stopped. Using her father to keep her balance, she pulled off her shoes and continued barefoot. 
“The sand feels good between my toes.”
Wyatt smiled at his daughter’s ability to recover. “Before everything fell apart, if I called you and said we were taking a long vacation at the beach, you would’ve wanted to go. Even if I told you there wasn’t any cell phone or internet connection, you would’ve still wanted to go. Am I right?”
Sage nodded, “Yes, but I would’ve known we were coming back at some point in time. I wouldn’t be worried about my friends or future. Escapes are great – exiles suck.”
Wyatt laughed at his daughter’s phrasing. “Yes, I know what you’re saying. I feel it too, Sage. I think about people I’ve known…friends…family…and wonder how they’re doing. There’s no way to escape it.”
“So how do you deal with it? You seem so calm and collected, always in a good mood. How do you and mom…and all the others do that?”
It was Wyatt’s turn to stop and ponder before answering. “It’s all in here,” he said pointing to his temple. “It’s all a state of mind. You’ve met people before who always seem positive. They don’t let anything get them down. They always are looking forward and only use the past to count lessons learned. That’s what it takes, Sage – that’s what all of us are doing.”
Sage rolled her father’s words over and over in her mind. She knew he was right. “I can’t seem to get there, Dad. I can’t figure it out. Maybe you’re right – maybe I’m too immature to handle this.”
“Sage, I don’t think you’re immature. I think you’re 18 years old, very bright, and one of the most rounded people I’ve ever met. Let me help you. Open your mind just a little bit and give me just a bit of space, and you’ll see I’m not completely off base here.”
“Okay, father-of-mine,” Sage said, “I am officially putting out the welcome mat to my brain. Come on in. I just have to warn you – it’s a little confused in here from time to time.”
Wyatt laughed again. “First things first, you’re 18, and people at that age need to have some fun, blow off some steam. When was the last time you sketched?”
Sage’s head tilted back, her eyes searching the sky, having to think about the answer. “Oh my goodness, it’s been over a year.”
Wyatt continued, “I remember a young lady who had talent. I remember a girl who thought about pursuing a career as a professional artist. Why don’t you release all of this isolation and frustration through art? Why not draw or paint or sculpt? I bet you’ll find relief – maybe even help some of the others here on the island.”
Sage didn’t know what to say. 
Wyatt continued, “You know those survival shows we used to laugh at on TV? You remember those handsome, muscular, ex-Special Forces guys who went crazy places with camera crews?”
Sage nodded, grinning at the description.
“Well, I don’t remember very many of the tricks they taught, but they always repeated the same basic message – ‘Survival is often more mental than physical.’” Wyatt pointed at his temple, “Survival is mostly up here. Our brain is our greatest tool. Use your brain, Sage. Use it to survive…no…thrive, regardless of the circumstances.”
After briefly mulling her father’s words, she balanced on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. I think I’ll give your idea a try.” 
 
Plymouth, Ohio
July 7, 2017
 
There were over 30 soldiers, machinists, and government officials standing in Sugarhill’s gravel parking lot. All of their attentions were focused on the firm’s small forklift as it struggled to raise a pallet full of freshly machined parts onto the back of a semi-trailer.  
Grover turned to Dan and observed, “You’d think none of us had ever seen a shipment of parts before. It’s not like these are for the space shuttle.”
Dan surveyed the gathered onlookers and nodded his agreement. After a bit, he leaned closer and said, “I think the end-use of these components is more essential than any space exploration right now. If the other projects are as successful as we’ve been, a lot of people will have electricity soon.”
Grover had come to appreciate the civil servant. Dan delivered everything as promised and rolled up his sleeves to do whatever was required. If we had more like him, we probably wouldn’t have gotten into this mess in the first place, thought Grover. 
There were actually three different shipments of parts going to different locations. The army had sent additional escorts while the soldiers onsite were unhooking the huge generators that had been providing the electrical power for the shop.
Dan noticed Grover inspecting the activity. “We’re on our way to southern Indiana next. There’s a small circuit board manufacturer near Columbus that is going to produce a few thousand replacement parts for us.”
Grover nodded, wondering if it required less or more effort for electrical components than machined steel. 
Before long, all three trucks were loaded and ready to roll. Grover was proud of his people and wished he could provide some sort of reward or compensation for the crew. They had worked 14-hour shifts for four days to make the deadline for shipment. Grover inspected every single part himself to ensure tolerances were met despite the harried circumstances. The men had produced some of the best quality he’d ever seen.
Much to everyone’s surprise, the army major who had been supervising the project asked everyone to stay put. The man climbed aboard the bed of the trailer and proceeded to thank the hard-working people of Plymouth and Sugarhill.
When everyone finished clapping, the officer nodded to a group of soldiers standing nearby. These bystanders began to carry out cases of military meals and setting them on the ground in front of the Sugarhill workers. It was a lot of food – more than any of them had seen in months.
Dan pulled Grover aside, out of sight from the main body. He offered his hand, “Grover, you’ve been a pleasure to work with, sir. If I get a chance, I’ll try to stop by after things get going again. Until then, I have a surprise for you.” Grover looked down to see Dan holding out a small paper bag. With a puzzled expression on his face, he opened the bag to find a one-pound can of ground coffee and a box of dog biscuits. The old man showed one of the most genuine smiles Dan had ever seen. “Rusty will love these!”
 
Washington, D.C.
July 8, 2017
 
Everyone stood when the president entered the conference room. He moved with purpose to the head of the table, scanning each face in the room as if taking mental roll call, all the while smiling and nodding. “Please, everyone be seated.”
The collection of senators, congressmen and cabinet members took a few moments to get settled. In front of each was a clean white note pad, two sharp No. 2 pencils and a glass of water.
The purpose of the meeting was a mystery. Normally when someone called such a high-level powwow, an agenda was provided – or at least a description. This assembly had merely been described as a “matter of national security.”
The chief executive wasted no time. “Thank you, everyone for coming. As you all know, we have definitive Intel that China was directly responsible for the recent hardships experienced by our country. Over 55 million of our countrymen died as a result of their actions. I’ve read some projections that estimate it will take 30 years for our nation to heal the economic wounds inflicted by their actions.”
The president paused, scrutinizing the expressions of the men and women before him. Reed detected anger in the man’s eyes, a boiling hatred that had been brewing for months. After the visual tour of the room, the commander-in-chief continued. “We, the governing officials of the United States of America, cannot let this act of war pass by unaddressed. To do so would endanger our recovery, our future, and place the citizens of our great nation in further jeopardy. To let such an act go unanswered would embolden our enemies, both present and future. It is for this reason that I’ve asked all of you to come today. It is for this reason that I’ve called this council of war.”
Reed’s mind erupted in protest.  Had he not been cowed by respect for the man’s office, he would have loudly objected to such thinking. The country wasn’t ready yet, he wanted to shout. We’re barely on our feet, and you want to start a war?
The chief executive seemed to read his thoughts. “I know many of you are sitting there…thinking I’m ‘off the reservation.’ I know we’ve just started the healing process. I’m sure Roosevelt’s staff felt the same way. The country was just recovering from the Great Depression, and suddenly a war was thrust upon them.”
The president paused to let his words sink in. “Our people pulled together then, and I trust they will now. There are some who believe a war drives economic expansion. Many historians opine that America’s growth during the 1950s was due to the engine-of-commerce developed to fight World War II. Let me be clear, that is not my motivation. That is not the purpose of this meeting. China has benefited from our suffering. China is stronger now than before they attacked us. I believe it is necessary to right this injustice and using our still-significant military power is the right tool for the job. If we don’t, I fear that China will soon establish itself as a formidable, communist-led superpower in a very short time. The world has already rushed to their doorstep to do business. Our very assailants are filling the economic vacuum left by our decline.”
Reed’s outrage was dulled by the president’s words. He had to admit the man was good – very good. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, I don’t want war. I have no desire to order thousands of young Americans to their death. We’ve already lost so very, very many. On the other hand, it is a reasonable possibility that China will continue to interfere with our recovery. They are in an even stronger position now to thwart our efforts from an economic, political and military perspective. Does anyone here really believe they won’t press their advantage? Can anyone here honestly look me in the eye and argue that Beijing won’t accelerate their efforts to dominate globally?”
No one volunteered to take up for the Chinese or challenge the president’s premise.
“So, with that said,” the president continued, “I believe we must respond is a measured, calculated way. Everyone at this table has done exemplary work helping our nation recover. All of you have proven to be the core leadership of the recovery. I’m afraid I must add to your workload. With the strictest confidence, a matter of national security, I would like recommendations, suggestions and options for how we respond to China. We will reconvene in three days and begin the formation of a plan. Thank you one and all.”
The president stood, smiled around the table, and promptly exited. The room he left behind was forlorn. Reed knew the man was right about China. The congressman guessed similar meetings were being held in Beijing but for the opposite reason. Waiting his turn to exit the room, it dawned on Reed that a part of him really wanted to make the Chinese pay. He wanted revenge. He wanted to see them suffer like his fellow Americans. He wanted to test their endurance. 
But war? Death, destruction and possible escalation to a nuclear exchange made Reed shudder. This couldn’t be the right answer.
As his driver maneuvered through the ever-increasing traffic reappearing on the streets of the nation’s capital, Reed focused on the scenes passing by his window. The heaps of debris reminded him of bombed cities; the ever-present lines of haggard, depressed people reminiscent of the refugee camps – foreboding images of humanity normally associated with a war-torn region. The children could have been pictured in late night television commercials asking for donations to assist starving orphans in a distant land. The patriot inside of him wanted revenge. His spirit wanted the people who did this to his neighbors and friends to feel the wrath of unchecked vengeance. Reed took a deep breath and tried to clear his thoughts. 
And yet not a shot had been fired, not a single bomb had been dropped. The Chinese had accomplished all of this death and destruction using a new kind of weapon. Reed wondered if the old style tools of war could do as much damage. If the full conventional military might of the US were deployed against China, would the damage be this extensive? Would the number of dead and dying be so high? Even if the destruction were equal, thousands of US service members would perish in the effort. The Chinese had accomplished their victory without a single causality.
Reed’s mind continued to play it out. The attack against the United States had cost practically nothing. How much treasure would it cost the US to wage war using the traditional methods? Reed remembered the forecasts of the Second Gulf War’s ultimate price tag. Destroying things wasn’t cheap.
There had to be a better way. Reed agreed with the premise that China couldn’t be allowed to get away with their actions, but a hot war wasn’t the answer. The US had to come up with a way to leapfrog this new weapon that had been used. Maybe the ultimate revenge involves crippling them without firing a shot either.
After being dropped off, Reed couldn’t focus on anything else – he had to find a solution to the problem. The ring of his cell phone caused him to jump. While some limited service had been restored, it was rare to receive a call. It was his wife, which was even more of a pleasant surprise, given her remote location.
“Hello.”
“Reed,” her voice twinkled, “I can’t believe I got through! Dad took the kids and me for a horseback ride up to the ridge, and I had the phone in my saddlebag. It beeped, and all of a sudden I had bars!”
“Oh, honey, it’s great to hear your voice. This is such good news. I hope we can talk more often now…” An annoying tone filled Reed’s ear, signaling a lost call.
He looked at the phone, tempted to try and call her back, but the display indicated, “No service.” Still, it had been good to hear her voice. He could just imagine the look on Cob’s face, justified yet again in his dislike of technology. The call made him think of their last conversation on the porch, the old man trying to relate government to ranching.
Wait a minute, thought Reed. “That’s it!”
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
Matagorda Island
July 8, 2017
 
Wyatt watched his children from Boxer’s swim platform while rinsing the sand from his feet. He had learned the hard way that Morgan didn’t appreciate having beach sand tracked through the cabin. Midway through the footbath, animated body language had drawn his attention to the shore where Sage and David were clearly involved in a sibling disturbance. He’d observed such activity for over 15 years and considered himself an expert. I could make book on the outcome, he mused.
What was so riveting about this exchange was trying to predict who would come out on top. For years David had carried the league’s best winning percentage, the contests often determined by simple physical strength. As the two had grown older, Commissioner Morgan had outlawed physical contact. His son quickly learned that he would no longer be allowed to dominate with pure muscle – mom and dad would throw a penalty flag.
At an early age, Sage surged to become the league leader in flops, fakes and feints. The post-toddler girl quickly realized that the mere accusation of brother-bullying was enough to ensure her victory. The older, larger boy often found the penalty box disquieting.
David, not to be outdone, became a crafty opponent and took advantage of the new rules. His scouting report listed a growing repartee of diversions, misinformation, and frame jobs. Without slow-motion replays, there was no way to tell how many broken vases, kitchen messes, and unkempt toys were actually Sage’s fault.
Throughout adolescence these contests raged, each contender improving upon the other’s tactics in a never-ending cycle of “one-ups-manship.” Mom and dad refereed to make sure no one was seriously hurt. A strict off-season was enforced – lest the two combatants focus more on fighting than being team players for the family franchise. Any consideration of the two eventually loving each other was often in question. 
Wyatt smiled as he watched the contest taking place a few dozen yards away. Despite the two being out of earshot, he could have done a remarkably accurate job of portraying who was saying what – what cards were being played, and who was bluffing.
Sage obviously wanted something from her brother. The “ask nicely” approach had failed early, but that had probably been expected. Wyatt watched as the athletes changed tactics, each trying to capture the momentum and coast to final victory. Before long, David was on defense, Sage surging into the lead with a late rally. Wyatt had to grin at the girl’s tenacity – whatever she wanted today, she wanted it bad.
With a critical eye worthy of a sports commentator, Wyatt immediately detected the change in David’s body language. The clock was running out, and his son had lost momentum. It was a precarious position. Admitting it was too late to salvage a play-off spot; his son resorted to vying for future draft picks. Before long, a deal was struck and the contest decided. The contestants hugged - a half-hearted display of sportsmanship ending the fray.
David headed off toward the ranger station. His head was low, and Wyatt was pretty sure he was giving himself a good talking to. The agony of defeat was always a bitter pill to swallow. Sage, on the other hand, strode with her head high and a slight grin on her lips. Wyatt could picture his daughter running around the stadium waving her celebration to the crowd. As she stepped onto Boxer’s deck, Wyatt asked, “Everything all right?”
“Sure is. David’s going to be a little late for super – he’s on his way to the airfield to get me some planks of old, weathered lumber I picked out. They were too heavy for me to carry back.”
“Wood?”
“It was your idea, Dad. I’m going to use the boards as a canvas. I’ve got some ideas on how to make a combination painting and sculpture out of the planks.”
Wyatt now understood the earlier contest. “And what did you have to trade David to get him to act like a beast of burden for your project?”
“Oh, he felt sorry for me. I’ve got to take his shift doing the dishes on Tuesday.”
“That’s it?”
“Yup. He’s really turning into a nice guy, Dad. I was shocked at how easy it was.”
Wyatt was skeptical, but didn’t say anything. He figured David had sensed the same restlessness and depression in Sage. David was pretty perceptive most of the time.
“So, Sage, what are you going to paint?”
“I don’t know, Dad. I probably won’t decide until I get started. Maybe I’ll just open up and let everything I feel bleed all over the canvas.”
Wyatt winched at her description, the concept of his daughter’s blood a negative image. Still, he was glad she was doing something to help herself.
 
Washington D.C.
July 9, 2017
 
An informal, secret committee was unofficially formed. The members of the House and Senate who had attended the president’s briefing were all included. 
Reed hadn’t slept all night. He’d run the numbers over and over again, looking for any reason why his idea wouldn’t work. There was no hole, nothing he could find.
He’d been in his office on Capitol Hill first thing, surprising the Capitol Police with his pre-dawn entrance. Brenda had been dispatched to the Library of Congress four times. The intermittent web service had received its share of curses, but the two had gotten the job done despite the computer glitches. All of the time spent researching, refining, and verifying assumptions made from memory indicated his plan was sound. He was ready now – ready to go out on a limb and present his solution.
The senior senator from North Carolina cleared his throat and called the meeting to order. The distinguished gentleman from the Tar Heel State skimmed a piece of paper in front of him and announced, “Ladies and Gentleman, Representative Wallace from Texas has passed along a strongly worded request to make a presentation to our esteemed committee. Barring any urgent protest, I see no reason why we shouldn’t begin there.” After a quick glance around the room, the senator nodded at Reed, “Congressman.”
Tempering the combination of nerves and excitement, Reed strode to the podium at the front of the room. Behind him was a large flat panel monitor being driven by a laptop under Brenda’s control. His assistant’s reassuring smile from the back of the room helped Reed relax. The screen flashed, displaying the first image of what was a hastily prepared slideshow. 
Reed began, “Thank you, Senator - I’ll be brief. Our meeting with the president two days ago troubled me, as I’m sure it did most of you. I just couldn’t get over the feeling that waging a war at this time wasn’t in the best interest of our country. While I agree with the president’s position that we as a nation can’t let this attack go unanswered, I also feel strongly that we aren’t ready to trade blows with anyone, let alone a nation of several billion people.” 
Reed scanned the crowd, reassured to see several people apparently agreed with his reservations. He continued, “I’ve had one of those eureka moments - a brainstorm born of desperation to save our nation and avoid the deaths of thousands of our military. We have an opportunity before us, ladies and gentlemen – a chance to turn a horrible situation into a positive one. I believe we can rebuild our great republic while at the same time addressing our enemies. I believe we can accomplish both of these prerogatives with a very simple change in our national policy, and without firing a single bullet from an American weapon.”
The congressman had their attention now and was ready for the “shock and awe” portion of the presentation.
Brenda manipulated the computer and the image behind Reed changed:
(Editor Note: Reed’s slide presentation can be found in Appendix A)
The congressman half turned and casually pointed to the glowing monitor behind him. “What you see here is a simple chart showing the sources of the federal government’s revenue – or where we collected the money spent in 2016.”
Everyone was given a few moments to digest the numbers before Reed continued.
“Imagine how strong our economy would be without any federal taxation. No personal income tax. No corporate income tax or burden on small businesses. The frustration and cost of tax preparation, legal wrangling over the interpretation of our tax code would be eliminated. Trillions of dollars, normally paid in taxes by corporations large and small could be repurposed to invest in our nation. Every working American would receive an instant increase in their take-home pay. Disposable income would soar.”
Reed signaled to Brenda for the next slide.
“Not only would our people benefit from such a system, but every corporation in the world would want to do business in the United States of America. Such a tax-free environment would create a drain on the talent, investment and educational resources of every other country on the planet. Corporations, researchers, doctors, scientists, and entrepreneurs would be beating down our door to live and work here…here in the tax-free United States.”
Reed pointed to the display behind him and continued. “The amount of US dollars in circulation has been controlled by the Federal Reserve System since the 1920s. I don’t want to change that, but I do propose we alter how the new money is distributed and used.”
Reed paused to sip from the glass of water on the podium, giving his listeners a chance to digest the introduction to his revolutionary idea. “I propose to substitute our existing income tax revenue from three different sources.” 
Reed quickly stole a glance around the room to gauge his audience’s reaction, realizing he needed to make this idea as understandable and simple as possible. 
“For over 80 years, the new money released into our economy has simply been given to private banks. The federal government, as we all know, has borrowed and taxed for its income. For years, our leaders have fought pitched political battles over spending versus taxation. Spending has always won out, and the interest on the money we have borrowed is a significant portion of our national debt. This growing debt is also one of the main reasons the Chinese so easily inflicted such punishment on our nation.”
Reed paused for a moment, his voice softening. “I propose that the government print its own money and spend it rather than collecting taxes.” 
The senator from Nevada jumped in at Reed’s pause. “Minting money in amounts dictated by politicians always leads to ruin. This has been tried dozens of times, with the same result - disaster. Hitler came to power because of such policy and what it did to the German people. The British almost destroyed the early American economy by dumping counterfeit bills during the Revolutionary War. I could go on and on.”
Reed shook his head, “No, Senator. I want to back the money with the land holdings of the United States, as our government owns more than a trillion acres of land. I also believe we need to implement strict controls over how much money we can print – eventually a constitutional amendment.”
The senator wasn’t done. “So what you are proposing is some hybrid of neo-chartalism and a gold standard. But instead of gold, the currency is backed by dirt?”
Reed nodded, “Yes, I suppose that is as good of a description as any, Senator. There is one more caveat to my proposal. The government can only create the same amount of money as there is real growth in the size of the economy, with a limited amount built in for a controlled inflation. This will avoid the pitfalls experienced with this method in the past.”
A murmur spread through the gathered officials. Reed nodded to Brenda who advanced the slides. He raised his voice to bring everyone back to his presentation. “Economic growth isn’t enough. Even with an average annual increase of 6% of the GDP, that won’t equal the tax revenue we utilized before the collapse. There are two other sources required for my plan to work.”
Reed gestured to the monitor behind him. “As all of you know, we have suffered millions of causalities. This fact, combined with a tax-free environment, leads to a serious discussion about immigration. In reality, our projections indicate that we will have to address two separate immigration issues. The first being the same problem that has plagued our nation for years. We’ve been unable to agree on a compromise between controlling our borders and allowing America to be the melting pot of the free world. A solution has eluded us for a long time. My proposal is simple – allow anyone who wants to come here a quick, efficient access to legal status within the country. For a period of time, collect income taxes from them until they have reached a certain level of contribution and then grant them citizenship.”
Again, the room burst into several different conversations at once. Reed held up both hands to calm everyone down. He nodded to the closest man. “Congressman Wallace, you mean to say you want to sell American citizenship? Has our great nation deteriorated to the point where we will sell a passport like a blue-light special at Kmart?”
Reed nodded, “Yes, Senator, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Canada has been doing it for years. Several EU countries have similar programs. Some of these nations even have a ‘cash up front’ policy. My plan would allow each immigrant the chance to prove, over time, that they are capable of pulling their own weight. Once proven, they receive their citizenship and can stop paying taxes.”
Looking around the room, Reed realized he was making progress with some members of the committee, while others were extremely skeptical. From the back of the meeting, a voice sounded, raising a concern. “Congressman, I applaud your creativity, but the banking and finance lobby is extremely powerful. They are the engine of our economic train. The banks aren’t going to accept this.”
Reed stared back at the New York congressman and simply stated, “What banks? As of right now, there isn’t a solvent financial institution in the country.”
This time, Reed let the sub-conversations ride. His harsh statement was reality, and everyone in the room knew it. After a reasonable time, he again overrode the background noise. “I am, however, glad you raised that question, Congressman. Banks, when running again, need capital to expand. Our previous fractional polices wouldn’t have to change.” 
Reed shook his head no. “Ladies and gentlemen, I have no grudge against banking. I understand the role it has played in the growth of our nation. In a tax-free economy, I believe that industry will have plenty of opportunity to grow and prosper. This is the basis for the third leg of my tax revenue stool.”
The Texan paused for a moment, ready to launch the most controversial portion of his plan. He swallowed and inhaled deeply. Brenda held her breath and changed to the next slide.
“All of the methods I’ve described so far aren’t enough to equal what we now collect in taxes. There is one more piece to the puzzle. My plan includes a modest, 1% tax on all debt payments. Regardless of mortgage loan, credit card, or money borrowed to buy a new automobile, I believe it is fair to tax that debt.”
The attendees were shaking their heads, some murmuring under their breath. Reed didn’t give them a chance to sidetrack the meeting, continuing with the sales pitch as if his dinner that night depended on closing the deal. 
“Our system has always been one of progressive taxation – the more wage-earners make, the higher the percentage they pay in taxes. Collecting a small percentage of everyone’s debt will continue this tradition. On average, wealthier individuals borrow more money than those with lower earnings. One other important aspect of this tax is to reinforce the importance of personal savings and investment. The one percent I propose should not adversely impact the level of borrowing in our economy.” 
Congressman Wallace nodded to Brenda, who advanced to the final slide. 
“In summary, my plan provides for the same level of income that our nation collected before the collapse. Those monies will come from the growth of our Gross Domestic Product, a fair taxation of immigrants, and interest collected from all private debt. It will become our primary responsibility to improve the standard of living for every American. This motivation will become a natural part of our political system. As we all know, politicians love to spend money on their constituents. The only way we, in Washington, will have more money to spend is if the economy is expanding. No more raising taxes for public or social programs. The failsafe of borrowing money will no longer be an option. The only way we, and future elected officials, can spend more is if the United States is thriving. The enforcement of this budgetary restraint, I believe, should be accomplished via Constitutional Amendment.”
Reed stepped closer to the conference table and leaned on its edge with both fists balled tight. His expression changed to one of anger, and his voice became low and serious. Gone was the salesman. Absent was the politician. He spoke as an angry man, “The best part of this proposal, my esteemed colleagues – the aspect that is the most important to me personally, well, it has nothing to do with economics or money. What moves me personally is the impact to the Chinese if our nation adopts this plan. They attacked us using electronic trickery. They manipulated the weakness of our debt and financial position of our government. This plan will crush their communist system, which cannot survive without taxation. They cannot continue to grow without siphoning off of the top of their people. They will not be able to compete with us, and their engine of commerce will crumble.” 
Reed looked around the room, trying to judge the acceptance of his proposal. He exhaled when the Speaker of the House broke his silence for the first time since the meeting had begun. “Mr. Wallace, would you be so kind as to bring up that slide showing sources of revenue again? I would like to ask a few questions about your numbers.”
Internally, Reed flushed with joy. The Speaker wouldn’t have bothered if he didn’t see his plan as having possibilities. The Texas Congressman knew his little slide show was only the beginning – merely a seed planted. A lot of work would be required for the concept to survive and bear fruit.
The meeting lasted four hours longer than scheduled, Reed’s presentation being the only topic of a long agenda that received any attention. Finally, fatigue began to set in, and several members made it known enough was enough.
As the members made for the door, several congratulated Reed on his initiative and creativity. The Speaker and President of the Senate lingered to the last. “Reed,” began the top man in the senate, “you’ve done well, young man. I want to warn you that this will take a while if it is to become the law of the land. There will be a seemingly endless parade of experts, economists, professors, lobbyists and others who will demand their voices be heard. Don’t become discouraged. The Speaker and I have already agreed that we need to put this on the fast track. The time is right; the solution is right. We will contact the president in the morning. At minimum, you’ve put his war on hold for a while.”
 
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
July 30, 2017
 
“Morgan, have you seen Sage?” 
“I think she’s up at her studio giving Laura Owens a painting lesson.”
Wyatt scratched his head at the term “studio.” He had been vaguely aware of Sage’s renewed interest in painting, but had been so occupied with chores he hadn’t had the time to follow her progress. 
“Do you know if she has my toolbox up at the studio?”
A voice full of playful frustration sounded from the cabin, “Now how would I know where your toolbox is? I’m worried about you, Wyatt. You’re getting to the age where the symptoms of Alzheimer’s begin to show. You can’t find your daughter, and now you’ve lost your toolbox.”
Wyatt snorted at the retort – his wife was obviously busy with something and sending the message of “You’re on your own.”
Grumbling over having failed in his parental duties of teaching children to put things back where they found them, Wyatt began the trek to Sage’s studio.
With the intent of scolding Sage for taking his tools and not returning them, Wyatt strode toward the runways where he knew she had found a shady spot to sit and paint. He cut off the path and quickly found the small strand of trees where she had been hanging out lately.
Approaching the spot, Wyatt stopped mid-stride, absolutely stunned at what he saw. There, mounted onto the trunks of several trees, was a virtual art gallery of scrap lumber that had been painted and carved. Sage was standing in front of three lawn chairs, demonstrating some technique to three of Crusoe’s citizens, their rapt attention focused on her instruction.
It wasn’t Professor Sage that captured Wyatt’s eye – it was the artwork. Several boards of grey, weathered lumber were adorned with some of the most detailed painting he’d ever seen. The wood had been carved and then adorned with a mosaic pattern of embedded seashells, shiny rocks and other raw materials from the island. Beautiful brush strokes complemented the works, with colors of homemade pigment that accented the style.
His missing tools forgotten, Wyatt ventured closer to his daughter’s work and examined it with his mouth hanging open.
“Hi, Daddy.”
Wyatt snapped out of his daze, “Hi, baby. Sage, this is unbelievable work. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.”
Sage blushed and looked down. “Really? You really like it?”
“Oh, Sage, this is…well…this is just enthralling to look at.”
The students agreed, comments like, “I couldn’t believe it the first time I saw what she was doing,” and “I was so very impressed, I just had to know how it was done.”
Wyatt slowly walked around looking at each example. He could tell his daughter had refined her methods as she progressed. Feeling everyone’s eyes on his back, Wyatt realized he was interrupting the class and turned to apologize. “I’m sorry to barge in like this. I’ll come back later.”
After hugging Sage, Wyatt was halfway back to the boat before remembering his tools. Maybe Morgan is right – maybe I should be worried about Alzheimer’s, he thought.    
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
August 4, 2017
 
Wyatt climbed the ladder to Boxer’s bridge carrying a plate of fried oysters, complete with a side of kelp salad. He had been hoping a postcard-worthy sunset would perk up the bland meal, but cleaning the filters on the water maker had taken longer than anticipated. 
He glanced down at the plate of food, and for what must have been the hundredth time wished for a bottle of Tabasco sauce to go with his meal. A little oil and vinegar would’ve helped the kelp approach the threshold of having taste. 
Stop it, he chided himself. You have food, and there are probably millions of people out there right now who will kill for this meal.  
Munching the first bite of oyster, Wyatt glanced to the west and stopped mid-chew. He stared for a full second, not believing his eyes. There, off in the distance was a red blinking light – the kind used to warn aircraft of a high tower.
Almost choking on the food in his mouth, Wyatt finished his bite without his eyes ever leaving the flashing red strobe. He was sure it hadn’t been there before. He was positive he would’ve noticed it. Afraid to look away, fearing the signal would disappear, Wyatt called out for David.
It was a few moments before his son joined him on the bridge. “What’s up, Dad?”
“Son, tell me if you see anything unusual in the western sky.”
David’s scan was brief before he zeroed in on the flashing light. “Well, I’ll be. How long has that been there?”
“Morgan!”
It took his wife just a little longer to arrive. As she climbed to the bridge, she noted the distraction of both men. “What are you two staring at?”
Neither answered, and in a moment the response became unnecessary. “Wyatt, if that means what I think it means, I would say that’s about the prettiest light I’ve ever seen.”
David spoke up, “I’d have to agree with you there, mom. I don’t think I’ve seen anything that pretty in a very long time.”
Wyatt finally broke his trance, “Amen to that.”
Sage’s voice sounded from the cabin below, “Hey, what’s everyone doing up there?”
David replied, “C’mere, sis – this will make your heart sing.”
Sage grunted as her head appeared at the top of the ladder. Soon, there were four sets of eyes staring at the solitary, blinking, red light. 
 
Washington D.C.
August 4, 2017
 
Reed adjusted his tie one last time. He chuckled at his fussiness but then excused himself – after all, it wasn’t every day a freshman representative was invited to stand behind the president of the United States as the chief executive signed landmark legislation into law.  Rarer still was the fact that Reed was personally receiving credit as one of the authors of the new tax code.
 
It hadn’t been easy.  After his presentation recommending a tax-free America, the secret committee hadn’t remained secret much longer. News of Reed’s concept had spread faster than the fires that had plagued US cities just a few months before.
 
As the word spread, every special interest group and political organization in the country prepared for war. While eliminating the entire tax code caused concern, collecting money from banks and immigrants resulted in outright panic. The ensuing political battle reached epic proportions. Endless meetings with lobbyists were conducted. A seemingly infinite parade of experts, economists, professors and businessmen gave thousands of hours of testimony. Arguments raged while party affiliates attempted to influence virtually every aspect of the process. Countless hours of speeches were orated on the House and Senate floors, some speakers delivering into the wee hours of the morning.
 
Reed checked the shine on his shoes, realizing all of the hoopla seemed so frivolous now. At first, he had embraced the friction as the necessary process of a democracy creating new law. Initially, he had consoled himself that all of the bickering and in-fighting was necessary and wise. As time wore on, his attitude began to change. 
 
His proposal was so radical most of Washington didn’t know quite how to react. The concept was so politically neutral, the power base was unsure of how to respond. Since it wasn’t from the left, it was assumed to somehow benefit the right. Since it wasn’t from the right, the left believed there had to be a hidden advantage for the other side. As time wore on, it dawned on both the right and the left that his plan would eliminate most of what the two sides had been fighting over for decades. Having nothing to disagree about was initially deemed unacceptable by the establishment. 
 
At one point he had given up, resigned to the fact that the two parties were fighting over the potential of having nothing to fight over. Reed couldn’t believe his fellow elected officials thought so little of their service to the people. He couldn’t comprehend anyone would find value in the deadlock that had plagued the US government for years. 
 
It was the president who understood Washington better than anyone. When it all started spiraling out of control, Reed judged the commander-in-chief disinterested and unsupportive. The chief executive came across like a parent watching young children settle a dispute. Short of anyone being injured, he was going to let the kids battle it out, keeping himself above the fray.
 
Reflecting back, Representative Wallace now understood the president’s methods. With impeccable timing, the executive branch swooped in and played a powerful political card – patriotism. Like an ace topping a royal flush in poker, the White House used national pride to win the hand. It had been well done.
 
Once the two parties were in sync, it was all over for the outside influences. Labor, banking, finance, insurance, military contractors and even the NRA had all tried to waggle their pet projects into the new law. Their efforts were wasted. When it was finally through committee, the new tax code of the United States of America was 11 pages long. Over half of its rhetoric addressed the taxes to be paid by those seeking US citizenship.
 
Other bills were required, and those were making their way through the obstacle course as well. Immigration, Treasury, the role of the Federal Reserve Board and the Security and Exchange Commission were all going to play different roles in the future. 
 
For today, Reed pushed all of that aside. Today, the new tax code would be signed into law. It had passed with unanimous votes in both the House and Senate.
 
Reed slipped on his jacket and headed for the door. I wonder if the president will give me one of the pens he uses to sign the new legislation.
 
 
Matagorda Island, Texas
August 15, 2017
 
Word of the tower light spread quickly around Crusoe. Over the next few evenings, Wyatt noticed a tendency for the colonists to glance in that direction occasionally as if to reassure themselves that it was still there. Despite the positive sign of civilization, the distant beacon initially raised more questions than it provided answers. Had order been restored? Was the country coming back online?
 
Radio waves eventually answered most of the questions. The first non-Crusoe voices were picked up on the handheld units carried around the island. An excited neighbor rushed to Boxer, the woman holding her radio in the air like a torch. “Wyatt! Wyatt! I hear people talking, and it’s not any of us!”
 
As they offered a longer reach, bridge-mounted units were flipped on, eager ears tilted toward the speakers. Sure enough, distant ship-based traffic was detected on a few frequencies.
 
Less than a week later, AM radio started broadcasting. Static frustrated the boaters at first, as they could only make out small blurts of information. Stations transmitting FM signals came online two days later.
 
The news that martial law had been lifted initiated an impromptu beach party complete with loud music, grilled fish and limbo contest. A follow-on report detailing the limited restoration of electrical power resulted in more smiles than Wyatt had seen in months. Still, there were lots and lots of questions. Was there food? Gas? Water? 
 
Some of the boaters wanted to head back immediately, others unsure if it were safe to return. The news reports seemed to center on the larger cities. How far into the suburbs had the recovery spread? Another issue that dominated the conversation was fuel. A few of the larger diesel boats had enough left to make it back to Southland, while none of the gas boats did. Should they consolidate passengers? Shuttle? Carpool?
 
The residents of Crusoe decided to commission a scout. Sage owned the newest model cell phone, kept fully charged so she could listen to music. Despite questioning looks from Morgan, Wyatt would always remember the day Sage and David motored off on one of the jet-skis, her phone in a waterproof plastic bag.
 
Two hours later they returned, smiling broadly. They had picked up cell service strong enough to make phone calls at the north end of Matagorda Bay. The cell company actually had 411 service working. Someone answered at Southland and verified that indeed, water and electrical service was restored. “The city still recommends you boil the water before drinking it, but it’s flowing,” was the response. 
 
Food was evidently still in short supply, as was fuel. Sage tried to call two different marine fuel piers, and neither had answered. Still, it was clear that progress was being made back in the world.
 
Debate flowed on when to leave the island. The group finally decided that everyone would stay together until it was known that fuel was available. They had left as a community, survived as a community, and would return the same.
 
Three days later, Todd came back from a seaweed-gathering trip with news that he had encountered another boat on Matagorda Bay. The fisherman claimed a fuel pier in a nearby costal town had just received electrical power, and its tanks hadn’t been looted. They would even accept credit cards.
 
One of the gas-powered boats was dispatched and returned with enough go-juice to make it home. The owners were rationing the valuable commodity. One by one, the boats untied from the giant raft that made up Crusoe and voyaged to the nearby burg for fuel. 
 

 
“Are we ready?”
 
David’s voice was filled with excitement as he stood on the dock, holding Boxer’s last line, ready to cast off. Wyatt scanned from one end of the island to the other, partially making sure his path was clear, partly solidifying the memory of what had been their home.
 
“Let’s go,” he shouted back.
 
Boxer backed away from her mooring as Wyatt was joined by the entire family on the bridge. The mood was an odd mix of apprehension and excitement. 
 
Morgan leaned over and kissed the captain for good luck.
 
 
 
As the flotilla exited the Matagorda Ship Channel into the open waters of the gulf, Wyatt wondered if they had left too early. As the fleet moved north toward the Galveston Jetties, he relaxed somewhat as more and more radio traffic came through Boxer’s speakers.
 
When they came within radar range of the Galveston Ship Channel, the first thing Wyatt noticed was the lack of the huge cargo ships they had encountered on the trip down. The Estes Marie and several others had evidently made it to port.
 
Entering Galveston Bay proper cheered everyone up. The busy intersection of the Bolivar Roads had traffic – two large freighters steaming south from the Port of Houston.
 
The joy pulsing through the group diminished somewhat as they passed Redfish Island, the memory of two deaths occupying everyone’s mind. Wyatt looked over at David, doubting his son would ever want to visit the place again. He wouldn’t blame either of his children for the sentiment.
 
Entering the Clearlake Channel that late afternoon showed the flotilla just how much things had improved. Workers swarmed the restaurants with brooms, hammers and a buzz of recovery. The Vietnamese shrimpers actually waved, and there were no armed guards.
 
There was no sign of the ghost boat they had towed out of the channel. Gone were the refugees from the channel’s shoreline.
 
It was another positive sign when Morgan nudged him and pointed out two pleasure boats cruising the north side of the lake. Many more were sighted before they reached the entrance to Southland. 
 
As the returning boats entered Southland one at a time, a sense of melancholy crept in. At least three vessels had sunk, probably from damage caused by looters. Every boat they had left behind had been ravished in some way. Broken glass, life preservers, rope and other non-edible contents were scattered all over the piers. 
 
Boxer’s slip was clear and Wyatt spun the big vessel perfectly, backing her into the tight space. David and Sage wasted no time in tying her off and then stood, mesmerized by the mess strewn around the marina. 
 
Wyatt shut down Boxer’s engines and remained seated at the helm. With his hands resting in his lap, Morgan watched as her husband began weeping. Her first thought was that something was wrong. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she asked, “Wyatt, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”
 
Taking a deep breath, her husband looked up with watery, red eyes and smiled. “We made it, baby. We did it. We’re back home.”
 



Chapter 15
 
 
 
New York, New York
September 9, 2017
 
Helen and Pat walked in stride, enjoying the coolness of the early fall day. While the leaves weren’t turning just yet, the air carried a warning that winter wasn’t so distant. 
Helen’s heart felt like it was spring. She normally dreaded the snow and wind, but not today. Part of her high spirit was because of Pat. Over the last few months, she had developed such strong feelings for the man. Her first clue was how badly she missed him when they weren’t together. Later, she began counting down the hours to when they had a chance to go on what he called, “pseudo dates.”  Before long, she found herself wondering what he was doing while they were apart. 
A few weeks ago, he had uttered the magic words. The date had ended early, Pat needing to report for duty before the sun would rise. After a gentle kiss, he had stayed close to her and whispered, “Helen, I love you.” Since then, she had become an anxious, clock-watching school girl – time moving at a painfully slow pace between their rendezvous.
She wasn’t sure what it was about Pat that made her feel so warm and safe. Anyone who could maintain such a positive attitude while the world was falling apart had to be a good person. He not only treated her well, but everyone else around him received equal grace. Even the other soldiers who followed his orders seemed to like and respect the man. 
Having a relationship that was going the right direction would’ve been enough to warm Helen’s soul, but there was more to it than that. The world was going in the right direction as well. Everywhere she looked, there were signs that New York was coming back. It was as if the calendar was completely backwards. Spring was preparing to bloom in the city – not the grey of winter.
Electricity was now on all of the time. Such a simple thing, she thought. The first of a long list of amenities that she had taken for granted her entire life. Yesterday, trucks from Florida had arrived with crates of oranges and apples. It was the first fresh fruit she had tasted in months. The flavor was unbelievable.  The water was now safe to drink and flowed every time she engaged a faucet.  At first, everyone had been warned to boil the liquid coming out of the tap, but Brenda hadn’t cared. To take a hot, bubbly bath had been paradise. 
Today, they noticed workers posting a sign on a subway entrance. Pat stopped their progress and both of them just stared for several minutes. The sign was big news – the subway would start limited service in two days. 
Private cars still weren’t allowed. It would take several weeks before traffic signals would be functioning again. Taxis were becoming more common. The city’s leaders had decided to gradually allow more and more of the iconic yellow transports to enter service.
Everywhere there were signs of a thawing city trying to regain its feet. Delis were offering limited menus, and the big department stores were decorated with banners promising to reopen soon.
People scurried along the sidewalks with briefcases and computer bags again, their body language indicating work was waiting for them. Helen’s firm hadn’t reopened yet. She was volunteering for the FEMA relocation services - four hours per day. 
A policeman directing traffic at a busy intersection drew the pair’s attention. More and more law enforcement were replacing the soldiers who once controlled the streets. Yet another sign of normalcy returning to Gotham City. 
That’s the only bad part, she thought. Patrick isn’t going to be here much longer.
As the couple headed toward Helen’s apartment, they passed a movie theater displaying a large banner which advertised a “Grand Re-Opening,” complete with a free movie next Tuesday. The smaller print warned that management was doing everything in its power to obtain popcorn, but no promises.
“Helen,” the lieutenant began, “I have something I need to talk to you about.” He paused, gazing at her with the most serious eyes, taking both of her hands into his. 
Oh no, she thought. Here it comes. I’ve been dreading this – he’s going to tell me his unit is leaving.
“What’s the matter, Pat?”
“Helen, my unit is going to be pulling out soon. We’re being reassigned to Syracuse.”
Her eyes moved to his chest. She worried if he could feel her hands trembling as he held them. Sighing, she finally managed to swallow the lump in her throat so that she could once again talk. “Oh no, Patrick. I knew this was coming, but I was hoping it would be a bit longer. Do you know exactly when yet?”
The solider shook his head, “No, we don’t know the exact date, but it will be soon.” He paused and looked around, “Do you know what this place is?”
Helen didn’t want to be distracted. Unsure of where he was going with the question, she glanced over her shoulder and then back into his eyes. “Yes, this is where all of those people were killed.”
Pat squeezed her hands. “You’re right, but there was something else more important about this place. This is where I first met you. I think I knew right then.”
She didn’t understand what he meant, “Knew what, Patrick?”
“I think I knew I loved you the first time we talked. I know it sounds silly, but it’s really true.”
He reached into his pocket, pulling something out. She hardly noticed the motion, still trying to cope with the thought of being without him. And that is when it happened. He took a knee right there on the sidewalk and opened a small box containing a plain gold band.
“Will you marry me, Helen?”
 
Kemah Bay, Texas
September 30, 2017
 
The fresh Texas sun dawned on a most unusual sight. Breaching the entrance to Rose and Charlie’s neighborhood was a convoy of men and machines that could easily have been mistaken for either a military maneuver or an alien invasion. 
Alerted by the hum of the engines, survivors peered around their curtains or through their blinds. Outside, the procession began with two police cars, complete with blue flashing lights. Immediately behind the law enforcement escort was an entourage of human-shaped figures donned in bright white, full-bodied latex suits. The creatures were crowned with shield-like masks and black hoses that flowed to large breathing tanks strapped on their backs. 
Following the platoon of masked men was a parade of vehicles that included delivery vans, fire trucks and ambulances. Two military Humvees brought up the rear of the motorcade.
In reality, the apparent intruders from outer space were medical personnel and other volunteers, shielded with hazardous material suits. The grim purpose of their visit required protection from exposure to all sorts of dangerous elements. Bacteria and viruses weren’t the only threats. The armed escort provided by the police was deemed necessary after numerous incidents had occurred. As thousands of such units spread throughout the nation, some residents hadn’t welcomed the intrusion. Reports of bullets, arrows and other projectiles welcoming the crews had spread quickly, so an armed presence was added to the columns.  
As the procession entered the neighborhood, the men in white began spreading out and knocking on doors. Rarely did they receive any response - in which case portable drills were used to overcome door locks. Announcements were made before entering the private homes. Most times, the odor from inside served as an accurate predictor of the outcome. Now and then, living occupants were found, often too weak to answer.
Two of the men entered Rose and Charlie’s bungalow. After receiving no response, they began searching the house, eventually locating the decomposed bodies of Rose and her two children. “This one’s a clean one,” said one to the other. The second nodded his understanding of the phrase…a weapon hadn’t been the cause of death, and no animals had gained access to the bodies.
Plastic body bags were fetched from one of the delivery vans while a search of the house was conducted. Pictures were removed from frames and any identification found in the residence was included in a thin file of documentation. Black, permanent ink markers scribbled the same serial number on bags of the victims’ personal effects and bags of the victims themselves.  
It was all over in 15 minutes. The remains were gently stacked in one truck while the file was stored in another, joining a grim collection that numbered in the hundreds. As the crew left Charlie and Rose’s home, a streak of bright orange spray paint was used to mark the door. One of the searchers turned to another and asked, “Have you heard if they are going to build any sort of monuments over the gravesites? I’ve heard rumors it will be like the Vietnam Wall in Washington.”
“No, I haven’t,” was the cold response. The guy asking the question shrugged, accustomed to moody co-workers. This was depressing work.
Over the next few weeks, thousands of similar convoys performed their gruesome tasks all over the United States. Some homes were found completely empty and put on a list to be rechecked later. Survivors were discovered in others, often rushed to the now-functioning hospitals by the trailing ambulances.
Eventually, either the government or a bank would take possession of empty properties. Already, mayors and councilmen were thinking of incentives to repopulate their cities. Inexpensive housing might be a popular benefit. 
Homes weren’t the only structures searched. Every office building, farm, store and school could be sheltering displaced or desperate people. One shopping mall was found to be occupied by over 100 people. Warehouses, especially those filled with foodstuffs, had become home to entire settlements. Shanty towns had sprung up along remote interstate exits, populated by stranded motorists with no place to go.
The final task for the government team was the restoration of electrical power. After Rose and Charlie’s neighborhood had been searched, the utility crews checked gas lines, transformers, water mains and wiring. With the fire department standing by, the suburbs began the transition from darkness to light.  
 
Washington, D.C.
November 20, 2017
 
Reed wasn’t greeted with Brenda’s usual smile. Normally, the girl was way too cheery, but the look on her face indicated something was wrong.
“Congressman, there’s an FBI agent, along with another man, in your office. They were, ummm, rather insistent.”
Reed’s expression relayed the puzzlement he felt. “Thanks, Brenda.”
As he entered his office, the two men stood and introduced themselves. “Congressman, I’m Federal Agent Dayton, and this is Chief Investigator Myers from the Federal Reserve. We’re sorry to drop in unexpectedly like this, but something has come to light that we felt you deserved to know.”
Reed nodded and moved behind his desk. After taking a seat, he responded, “No problem, gentlemen. What can I do for you?”
Investigator Myers took the lead. “Congressman, this morning at 6:00 a.m., a convicted murderer was put to death via lethal injection in Huntsville, Texas. His name was Roger James Swan. Have you ever heard of him?”
Reed shook his head, “No, sir, can’t say that I have.”
The man from the Fed continued, “I spent most of the night with Mr. Swan. He is an ex-employee of the Federal Reserve, and actually worked for a short period in my section. I guess Mr. Swan decided not to share his retirement with his wife and murdered her.”
Reed couldn’t connect the dots. “I’m sorry Mr. Myers, but I can’t see what this has to do with me?”
The FBI agent took over. “Congressman, Roger Swan confessed to murdering your father, along with four other people. He wasn’t caught until the demise of his spouse, but we have strong evidence to believe his confession was factual.”
Reed sat straight up in his chair, the FBI agent’s statement resurfacing the memory of Mr. Agile’s meeting from what seemed like a lifetime ago. “Evidence, Agent Dayton? What evidence?”
It was Myer’s turn, “Last night, while he was having his last meal, Mr. Swan told me where to find your father’s wallet. I called the Dallas police, and they found it exactly where Swan said it would be.”
Reed was stunned. Mr. Agile had been so convincing…so sure. Reed’s follow-up had made it even more certain. Now this? Without thinking, the representative stood and wandered to his window. After a moment, he turned and asked, “Why? Did he say why?”
Myers nodded. “Swan said he had been working on a scheme to sneak insider information out of the Fed and sell it. He said your father caught on to the plan. Swan claimed to have almost blown the whole caper because he entered the wrong date in a computer system of some sort. We’re still looking into that, but the wallet was pretty specific proof.”
Reed agreed. “Gentlemen, I’m at a loss for words. I have believed for some time now that my father was murdered by someone within the Fed, and I wondered if there were some conspiracy or cover up there.”
The FBI agent’s voice softened. “Mr. Wallace, we know you’ve been checking into the Fed for some time. Not very many people file a Freedom of Information request like you did. We kept an eye on your activities for a short time. You never did anything illegal, so the surveillance was dropped long ago. The reason why the FBI is involved now is to provide a measure of confidence. I want to give you my personal pledge that this matter will be followed up on properly. I believe you and your family need this entire situation laid to rest and without doubt.”
Reed nodded his agreement. 
After shaking hands with both men and seeing them to the door, Reed replayed the meeting in his head. He decided to accept the two men’s position. He had to let the conspiracy theory go. He took solace in the fact that Mr. Agile was right; his father’s death was not a simple robbery. But more importantly, his father had died for a purpose beyond simple robbery – protecting the US from some ne’er-do-well. 
Reed sat at his desk for a few moments, letting it all sink in. As his mind reconciled everything that had happened, he finally came to the conclusion it was all for a purpose. This year, his family would have the most meaningful Thanksgiving holiday ever. 
That resolution cheered him up, and he called out to Brenda. “Hey, I hear that Red’s Café is open for business again. Want to get some lunch? I’m buying.”
 
Beijing, China
January 13, 2018
 
Minister Hong’s chauffeur was using the car’s horn like a panic button. “Stop,” the minister commanded from the back seat. “See what they want.”
“Yes, sir.”
The driver opened the door and briskly approached the cluster of soldiers blocking their path. After examining the driver’s identification papers, a choppy conversation began. From the back seat, Hong watched closely, fascinated with the lack of reaction displayed by the soldiers after they realized who was in the car. Something was seriously wrong if his chauffer’s credentials didn’t invoke more of a response.
A few moments later, the driver returned to his seat behind the wheel. Without looking back, he reported. “Sir, the soldiers are stubborn. They claim to have direct orders from their commanding officer threatening their execution if anyone is allowed to pass this checkpoint. They did, however, inform me of an alternative route that is clear.”
Hong nodded. “That is acceptable, driver. Proceed along the alternative. This is why we always leave early when important appointments are involved.” After a brief pause, he added, “There is no doubt a serious traffic accident ahead.” 
The minister was lying about the accident. He knew exactly what the problem was but saw no reason to fuel his chauffeur’s already considerable level of nervousness. After a few maneuvers, they were on their way again.
Hong watched the streets of Beijing through the heavily tinted windows of the large sedan. As they passed hundreds of people riding bicycles and walking along the road, he detected a difference in the citizens’ demeanor. Heads were slightly bowed, and eyes avoided contact. People walked at a slower pace, and fewer citizens carried parcels or bags.
Dismissing the observation almost as soon as it registered, MOSS’ minister refocused his attention out the front windshield. Yes, he thought, the economy is a little more difficult as of late. This is nothing the Chinese people haven’t survived before.
As they approached Tiananmen Square, Hong experienced a mental flashback to 1989. Today, just like so long ago, Red Army tanks blocked the intersection and smoke filled the air. Hundreds of policemen with riot shields and helmets lined the streets. But today, the broad expanse of Tiananmen was devoid of even a single soul. The minister craned his neck and could see a sizable crowd only a few blocks distant. Rows of soldiers blocked the throng’s access to the square – desperately trying to deny the protesters the street. Hong knew why the military had drawn the line far from the square. The crowds would no doubt be emboldened if they reached the now legendary location.
The driver had to turn several times before reaching their destination. Hong decided he would make a positive remark on the man’s service record for negotiating the treacherous route without comment or panic. 
Arriving at the Zhongnanhai complex late, Hong had to step at an impolite, hurried pace in order to make the scheduled start of the council meeting. After the security guard outside the conference room opened the door, Hong entered the room and momentarily froze. Instead of the anticipated six members of the council, only the president and the Minister of Finance were present at the table. Along the opposite wall, two men he didn’t know stood with their hands behind their backs.
“Greetings, Minister Hong,” stated the president, his tone unusually cool. “I’m delighted to see you have arrived promptly as usual.”
Hong ignored the criticism and moved to take his normal seat. The president held up his hand to stop his progress. “That won’t be necessary, Minister.”
“Sir?”
Reaching for the single sheet of paper resting on the table in front of him, the president looked up at Hong with eyes that reminded him of a snake ready to strike and consume a rodent. The cold, hard, emotionless state of the president’s gaze sent a chill down Hong’s spine. Something was wrong – badly wrong.
“Minister Hong,” the president began, “As I’m sure you are well aware, our people are suffering badly. The momentum is gone from our economic growth. Millions find themselves unemployed. Our collected tax revenues are at a ten-year low. Relationships we have nurtured, both political and economic, have disappeared.”
The president paused, but only for a moment.
“Social unrest, labor strikes, and general bedlam have broken out all over the country. You, no doubt, witnessed evidence of these facts on your way here.”
Hong, unsure of where this was all going, simply nodded his agreement.
China’s leader continued, “A polarization of the international community has occurred, resulting in an alignment against China. The Golden Mountain project, initiated by your ministry and managed by you personally, has resulted in economic hostilities against our country on an unprecedented scale. To make matters worse, the people are widely aware of why their jobs have disappeared. The general population knows why such hard times have befallen the Middle Kingdom. They demand justice.”
The president pushed the single piece of paper across the table at Hong. With hesitation, he picked it up and began reading. Before he had finished, he looked up and hissed, “This is a confession! You expect me to take all of the blame for what has transpired?”
The president pretended to be busy with other papers. Without looking up, he simply stated, “Sign the confession, Minister.”
Hong slammed the paper down on the table. “I will not sign such a lie! What treachery is this? Both of you approved this operation, and it succeeded. My plan disabled the single biggest threat to our future. The actions of my ministry brought America to its knees. It isn’t my problem that the rest of our government couldn’t take advantage of the situation. Why am I to be dishonored when I’ve done nothing but succeed?”
The president continued to work on the stack of papers in front of him. He didn’t acknowledge Hong’s words in any way. “Sign the confession, Minister.”
Hong’s head snapped from the president to the Minister of Finance and back. Now, understanding how the game was going to be played, he made an instant decision not to participate. He turned toward the door, reaching for the handle.
One of the men standing along the wall calmly brought his hand from behind his back. In his grasp was a brightly colored handgun that appeared to be made of plastic. Before Hong’s hand could turn the door knob, the stranger pulled the trigger.
A two-pronged projectile exited the pistol-device trailing two wires. The man was an excellent marksman, and his aim was square in Minister Hong’s back. The sharp, pointed edge of the projectile penetrated Hong’s clothing and embedded itself in his skin. Almost instantly, 15,000 volts of electrical energy flowed through the wire and into the minister’s body.
Unlike the US version of the Taser, which is designed to disable the target’s nervous system, the Chinese weapon was built to disable with pain. Using a lower voltage and higher amperage achieved the desired effect.
Hong felt as though his entire body was on fire. Every nerve ending seemed to be burning, even his bones. The shock of the pain caused his field of vision to momentarily flash white and then completely black. Within a second, the muscle control of his legs gave out, and he fell to the floor with an audible thump.
The president waited a few seconds before glancing down at Hong. China’s leader turned to the two strangers and nodded, prompting them to quickly set the barely conscious minister in his chair.
Hong’s upper body swirled, barely staying upright in the high-backed seat. The president said, “Sign the confession, Minister.”
Despite the pain and lack of muscle control, Hong managed a single motion from his head - no. His eyes focused on the president, and his mouth moved to say the word, but no sound came out.
The president looked up at the strangers and nodded.
The second man produced his own version of the plastic pistol, this one a different color and of a slightly different shape. Without hesitation, he smoothly pointed the weapon at Hong and pulled the trigger.
Another metal pitchfork flew at the minister, this time striking him in the arm. Before his brain could acknowledge the sting, 8,000 volts raced down the leads and entered his already weakened body.
This time the current lasted longer than before. Hong’s mouth opened wide, and his eyes rolled to the back of his head while his entire body bounced up and down in the chair. After two seconds, the electricity ceased its attack, and Hong fell forward, his forehead banging into the table. A small whiff of smoke rose from the cloth of his shirt, and the smell of urine filled the room.
It took almost a minute before Hong showed any sign of life. The four other men in the room detected an unusual, high pitched sound that they soon recognized as Hong’s weeping. For the fourth time, the president said, “Sign the confession, Minister.”
Hong managed to lean back in the chair, his complexion ash white and skin covered in sweat. The head of MOSS seemed to be having trouble focusing his eyes, but the intent of his head’s motion was clear. “No.”
The president sat back in his chair and sighed. “Hong, I’ve known you for a long time. You should place your trust in my words. These two men have dozens of reloads for their little electric toys. They’ve not progressed to the stage where permanent brain and heart damage occur - yet. You and I, we both know you are going to sign that paper. Why not do so now and avoid all of this unpleasantness?”
Hong managed to turn his head toward the strangers. Without any facial expression, one of the men took a single step toward the conference table and sat a handful of orange and red tubes on the mahogany surface. He then broke open the pistol-device and reloaded the weapon. His ice cold, emotionless gaze settled back on Hong. 
The president calmly said, “Hong?”
The Minister of MOSS nodded at the paper. The president placed a pen in Hong’s shaky hand. 

 
AP Press Release –Tokyo, Japan 08:00 GMT January, 18, 2017
The Chinese Central News Agency today reported that the minister of China’s super-secretive Ministry of State Security had been arrested on charges of treason, embezzlement and sedition. 
According to Chinese news reports, the powerful member of the ruling council is directly to blame for recent cyber-attacks on the United States. 
A spokesman for the president is quoted as saying, “Minister Hong has been arrested and is awaiting trial. The Chinese government is conducting a full investigation into the matter. The evidence uncovered so far indicates unauthorized, covert actions were taken against the US, but to date all indications are that the results were negligible and have been greatly exaggerated by Washington.”
Another source within the Chinese Ministry of Information added, “The United States is using China through the unlawful actions of this one man as a scapegoat. China is and will always be a nation of law. The president condemns these acts and promises to take measures to ensure no such event occurs in the future.”
Anonymous sources inside of the State Department expressed skepticism that the Chinese cyber-attack was the result of a single man’s actions. 
 
Shanghai, China
March 9, 2018
 
Huang Fu rose from behind his desk and verified his office door was locked. Now would be an unfortunate time for an interruption, he thought. Moving to a wooden bookshelf in the corner of the spacious office, he removed a specific volume and carried it back to his desk. He glanced again at the door, fighting an urge to check the locks again. He chided himself for the thought and whispered under his breath, “You are a small fish and unworthy of attention. Quit acting like a man cheating on his lover and get on with it.”
Huang opened the book. Inside the hardbound cover, several pages had been neatly carved out, resulting in a small rectangular storage compartment. Lying flush within the paper-container was a thumb drive that could be plugged into the computer residing on his desk. He had imitated the clandestine storage method after seeing an old western spy movie some years ago. It made him feel stealthy and calmed his nerves - somewhat.
Mr. Fu’s shaking hands fumbled with the small object, having to make two attempts to remove it from its paper hiding place. Throwing one more nervous look at the door, he inserted the drive into the computer and began typing in the three levels of password security required to access the data.
His computer monitor changed to display a neatly organized spreadsheet containing rows and columns of numbers. He had named the file “Future,” because that’s what was stored inside – his future.
Fu Machine and Tool had been in business for 17 years. Mr. Fu had started the firm in a small shack-like structure on the outskirts of Shanghai after graduating from university. A second-hand drill press and small lathe were the first equipment, purchased with a government grant from a British-owned facility in Hong Kong. 
Huang still had those original machines, now sitting clean and freshly painted in the lobby of his 11,000 square meter factory. Practically museum pieces when initially acquired, those two simple devices had been the beginning of a new chapter in his life. He would miss walking by them every morning on his way to the office.
While he waited for the numbers to update on his screen, Huang thought about what would happen if his actions were discovered by the authorities. Technically, what he was doing was illegal in so many ways, yet by the strict code of the law, building Fu Machine and Tool had been a violation as well. It was all so confusing. 
His primary education was strictly communist. The state owned all industry, and the people worked to contribute to the common good of everyone. By the time he entered secondary school, the lines became blurred. When China regained control of Hong Kong in 1997, everything started changing rapidly.
At first the authorities had looked the other way when a few, daring, young entrepreneurs had started cottage businesses to supplement their income. Inspired by their cousins to the south, the tsunami of privatization rolling north from the former British colony had been unstoppable. 
Huang shook his head thinking about those early days. The apprehension he felt over his secret data store was nothing compared to what those early adaptors had endured. He still marveled at the change he had witnessed during his lifetime.
Mr. Fu understood timing was important in all matters of life, and his business timing had been perfect. His endeavor had ridden a wave of new freedoms fueled by economic growth and his country’s determination to play a role on the global stage. At first, other Chinese firms had been his customers. Machining simple bicycle parts had led to more complex work for the military. His quality and timely delivery resulted in additional orders – large orders.
A trade fair in Shanghai was the first time he’d met an American. The odd man fit several of the stereotypes he had heard about westerners, but was also different in many ways. The American wanted to place an order for tractor parts. A lot of tractor parts. 
The permits, paperwork and general bureaucracy had been a struggle, but he waded through, determined to grow his business. In four months, Mr. Fu received an export license and never looked back.
In two years, America was his biggest customer. After four years, he exported more than what he sold domestically. After ten years, he didn’t even bother with domestic orders. The profit margin realized by selling goods to other Chinese firms just wasn’t worth it.
FM&T grew to over 200 employees in just 10 years, reaching a peak of 380 just a year ago. The Fu family remained humble with their newfound wealth. Their flat was more expansive than many, but not enough to flaunt their success. Fu registered on the list to acquire an automobile just like millions of other citizens. He waited months before his name came to the top of the list, only then to be offered a substandard product. Mr. Fu graciously accepted delivery of the unreliable, featureless automobile even though he could easily afford to purchase the most expensive German model and have it imported. 
Over time, the frustration with the vacillating direction of the government began to set in. He was part of a growing upper class of successful individuals who were responsible with improving the lives of their fellow citizens, yet he couldn’t relax and enjoy the fruits of his labor. The communist leadership was always a dark cloud looming on the horizon. No one could predict how strong the storm would be…how much wind, lightening and rain it would generate. Some thought it would simply blow over without harm. Others hunkered down and waited for intense destruction. The Communist Party was always the shadowy figure looming in the background - a stifling presence at best; a deadly threat at worst. 
The new upper class of China began to network. They initially banded together in a brotherhood of growth, always communicating under the premise of trying to improve the lives of their employees – and the communist system. Over time, it became a complete façade. The deep undercurrent of their cult-like activity became prosperity. Emails, social networks and face-to-face meetings may have appeared innocent enough to any authority peering in, but in truth there was an embedded secret code that could only be deciphered by those who had tasted success.
Huang orbited around the core of this new society. He wasn’t a brave man – definitely not a political risk-taker. His primary motivation was to build things and expand the lifestyle of his family. He had no interest in political or social change. Over the years, he justified the eavesdropping and fringe involvement as a means to grow his company. Any inquiry by the authorities could be answered with the plausible justification of making new contacts to increase business and help the people. In many ways, it was truthful. All of that gradually changed as FM&T continued to grow.
There had been a few watershed events leading to his ultimate corruption. His first trip to Europe had been one of the early experiences. A wide-eyed, young factory owner, the five-day trade expo in Belgium had exposed Huang to the power and capabilities of the West. His first trip to America had almost blown his mind. He realized that his fellow business owners were telling more truth than the government. The West was already where his countrymen wanted to be, in fact, the evil democracies were light years ahead. If capitalism and free enterprise were so terrible, why had these forms of government enabled such advancement? This question troubled him, leading into the deep analysis necessary to reconcile his empirical evidence of the success of western culture and the evil image communism gave it. Mr. Fu was uncomfortable with the results of that examination. He didn’t know what to do – couldn’t come up with any plan. The internal struggle was pushed deep below the surface of his psyche and hidden in the innermost compartments of his being. That was the only thing more secure in his life than the data appearing on his screen.
Eight months ago, everything had been flipped upside down. His biggest customer, America, had collapsed in just a few days. His accounts receivable, almost 100% owed from US customers, was wiped out in less than a week. The newscasts made it clear that he had little hope of ever getting paid.
Then the Americans pointed their military toward China. Like most other citizens of the Red Nation, patriotism and pride had overridden any business concerns. That initial swell of nationalism soon dissipated, however. The Americans never attacked, and business dried up.
Mr. Fu removed the thumb drive and inserted it back into its hiding place. After returning the book to the shelf, he leaned back in his chair and recalled those troubled days.
The strongest image in his mental playback was of the hundreds of employees at FMT, standing around with nothing to do. Each day they would clock in, greeting each other as they streamed into the plant. There were no orders, nothing to be made. Any maintenance, cleaning or other make-work had been completed days ago. The plant was as spotless as it had ever been. Having nothing to do, the workers had simply reported to their assigned work area and waited, silently watching the clock. The supervisors and low-level managers had joined them in the ghost-like ritual.
After a few days of this inactivity, Huang started sending people home. No orders meant no work and no pay. That was just how a business worked…or so he thought. The following day, an official from the Ministry of Commence arrived to speak with Huang. Why had he sent his workers home? Why weren’t they going to receive any wages?
“There are no orders, sir. My customers were in America and have stopped purchasing from us.” Huang had replied.
The government representative glared at Huang like he was from Mars. “I do not understand, Mr. Fu. Why don’t you just make what you make for someone else?”
“Who?”
“Well, I’m not sure. How did you find the American customers?”
“It took years to develop those customers, sir. I can’t just magically make new ones appear.” 
“This is of no consequence. You will not be allowed to terminate your employees. This is a violation. I suggest you begin replacing your customers as soon as possible. In the meantime, your workers are to return to the job, and they will be paid.”
Huang had held his tongue, wanting to lambast the idiot. In his most polite tone he asked, “Sir, where will I get the money to pay my employees? Our firm doesn’t have those types of deposits on hand. We will run out of cash within days.”
The official had dismissed the business owner, clearly frustrated with the conversation. “That is not my problem, Mr. Fu. Find a way, or my next visit will be more serious.”
Huang had secured a loan from the Central Bank having to put his state-of-the-art machine tools up as collateral. He had been tempted at one point to use his personal finances to keep the business open, but even his considerable wealth wouldn’t pay 350 people for an extended period of time.
What followed was a whirlwind series of trips to India, Japan, South Korea and Australia. For an entire month, Huang had traveled the globe looking for new customers, but none were found. The downfall of America and the overhanging threat of nuclear war had practically crushed every potential market. Most countries were focused on keeping their own labor force working, not importing goods from China. 
Despite all of his hard work, very few orders trickled in to FMT. Those that came in were low profit, modest projects - insulting to the advanced capabilities of his operation. Eventually he was granted permission to gradually reduce his labor force. It was his banker who spoke to the Ministry of Commerce and provided an out.
Three months ago, the Americans finally attacked, but not with bullets or bombs. Business completely withered, and the fledgling foreign customers he had been nurturing simply vanished. It was an Australian shipbuilder who broke the bad news. “I’m sorry, Mr. Fu, but I’ve received quotes from an American facility that are 20% lower than your proposal.” 
At first Huang had thought the man was simply being racist - giving other white men an unfair advantage. Then his network of colleagues began reporting similar competition from America. Huang found out that that without having to pay taxes, the US firms could undercut practically anyone. America was back, and with no taxation, the world was rushing to her doorstep. 
Following the pack wasn’t always a bad thing, he mused. Many times, people joined what was better or provided a superior solution for all the right reasons. He had to admit, doing business without government interference or the looming threat of being imprisoned at any time was appealing. Not having to give the wasteful bureaucracy its annual stipend of his income was even a stronger draw.
Huang had begun the clandestine process of relocation. The first challenge had been to get his money out of China without drawing attention to the effort. His personal wealth had always been diversified into several different assets, gold being one of them. His reserves of bullion had been shipped to Japan a few days ago, hidden inside of a fake order of parts and now residing in a bonded warehouse.
Gradually, slowly, he had shifted his investments. Several visits to the American Express office in Shanghai had resulted in a handful of pre-paid debit cards – each worth almost $100,000 in US dollars. Banks in Canada, New Zealand, and Panama had all received large deposits - the transfer of funds being disguised as payment for raw material or spare parts purchases.
Two days ago, his wife and children flew to Japan to attend a trade show. He would meet them there tomorrow and never return to China. A new home in Houston had already been purchased. It was five kilometers from the new plant where crews were already installing the latest machining technology available. There was even the promise of a proper automobile.
FMT was going to be resurrected, this time in the United States. Huang believed his experience, drive and skill could rebuild his company. He also believed the US was the best place to do so. 
Mr. Fu sighed and reached for his computer’s keyboard for the last time. He queued a program purchased over the internet a few weeks ago - the new software promising to erase and scramble the machine’s memory beyond recovery.
His finger hovered over the key for only a moment. He pressed the button and barely glanced at the screen as the destruction of a lifetime of achievement was initiated.
Three minutes later, he strolled by the display of his original machine tools in the lobby. Mr. Fu stopped and touched each one and said his goodbyes. He wished he could take them with him, but that simply wasn’t possible.
Ten minutes later, Mr. Fu was in the back of a taxi headed for the international airport.
Forty minutes later, the wheels thumped the bottom of the Japan Airlines 767 aircraft after takeoff. The flight was only two hours and ten minutes. His family was going to meet him at the Tokyo airport. After waving off the steward’s offer of a drink, Huang reclined the first class seat as far as it would go. For the first time in weeks, he fell into a proper sleep.
 
Southland Marina, Texas
July 20, 2018
 
Wyatt stepped out of Boxer’s head, brushing the front of his jacket and fussing with his hair. Looking up at Morgan, he asked, “Well, how do I look?”
Morgan finished her sip of coffee and flashed him a bright smile. “I’d hire you, but then again, I’m a little partial.”
Her husband wasn’t convinced. “Are you sure? I mean, you don’t think the tie is too old fashioned or anything, do ya?”
Morgan set her cup on the counter and walked to him, pulling on the jacket sleeves and giving him a serious once over. “The jacket looks great on you, babe. You’ve lost a little weight and look fit and tan. I think you’ll do fine.”
Wyatt shook his head, not so sure. “It’s been so long since I’ve had an interview. I feel like a college kid going for my first one.”
“You’ll do fine,” she replied, and then decided to distract him. “Tell me about this company again? Fu Machine and what?”
“Machine and Tool. They are a high-tech machine shop from what I read.”
“I’ve never heard of the company before. Do you know how big they are?”
“No, I get the impression they’re new here in the states. The owner, Mr. Fu, seemed uncomfortable with English. I should settle down – there are dozens of jobs on the internet sites. I even read one article that predicted a labor shortage for the next three years.”
Morgan nodded her agreement. “The hospital is hiring like crazy as well. It’s kind of sad in a way – how many people perished. There are over 200 photographs on our wall now.”
Wyatt sighed, “I wonder how long we’ll morn. The grocery store still has hundreds of posters on their bulletin board. It’s so sad – all those people looking for lost relatives or family members. We’re lucky.”
“It’s about time we had some luck Wyatt, but I know what you mean. Our memorial wall at the hospital is depressing if you look at it that way. It’s also a reminder to everyone to never let that happen again. I just wish we had been able to learn our lesson without all those people having to die.”
Morgan’s cell phone began ringing, causing her to pause. She looked at the caller-id and mouthed the word “Sage” to Wyatt. She tapped the screen and said, “Morning sweeties, how are ya?”
Wyatt paused for a bit, fatherly instinct wanting to verify Sage was all right. After listening for a few moments, Morgan broke out in a huge smile and said, “Oh, Sage, that’s fantastic news!”
Wyatt caught his wife’s eye and mouthed the word, “What?”
After listening for a few more moments, Morgan covered the mouthpiece and said, “The Houston Museum of Modern Art is going to display Sage’s art work from the island. She just got the call.”
“Wow, that’s outstanding news! Tell her I love her, and I’m proud of her. Also, let her know I want the first tickets!”
Wyatt glanced at his watch and knew it was time to go. He didn’t want to be late and needed plenty of time to find the place. A lot of traffic signals weren’t working yet, so it was prudent to leave a little early.  
Morgan said, “Hold on,” into the phone and kissed Wyatt goodbye. “You’ll knock ’em dead, babe. Best of luck.”
The End
 



Epilogue
 
AP Press Release – Washington, D.C. – U.S.A. 08:00 December 1, 2019
The US Bureau of Labor Statistics today announced weekly claims for unemployment reached the lowest level since the bureau began tracking the bellwether indicator over 100 years ago. 
Only 12,700 people filed new claims for unemployment benefits, dropping the nation’s overall unemployment rate to 0.3%.
Most analysts credit the unprecedented growth of the United States economy for the historic low number of people looking for work, citing the 11.4% expansion in 2018 and the anticipated 12.4% growth in 2019. 
Economists predict a slight cooling of the US economy in 2020 as more and more nations mimic the US policy of zero taxation, thus negating the competitive advantage currently enjoyed by American firms.
In related news, the US trade surplus grew to 1.3 trillion dollars in November. Experts believe resurgence in manufacturing in North America will continue to fuel the trade surplus for another 18-24 months until the remaining industrialized nations catch up with the boom in US output.
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CONTAMINATION ZERO by T.W. Piperbrook

Foreword
 
As a society, we are reliant on many things these days: laws, technology, natural resources, and a host of other amenities.  What would happen if these things were stripped away?  How would we fend for ourselves if our basic needs were threatened?
In the Contamination series, I explore a virus that originates in the American southwest and ravages the surrounding states, turning ordinary citizens into vicious, zombie-like creatures.  Unlike many stories, the virus is not airborne, but ingested through the food and water supply.  
In a matter of weeks society crumbles and all order disappears.
Contamination follows a group of survivors as they attempt to uncover what is happening and survive the chaos that is playing out around them.
I hope you enjoy my take on a dystopian world, as well as the other amazing books that are included in this collection!  I am truly honored to be a part of it.
Take care, and happy reading!
-Tyler
 



Part One—The Last Supper
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THE PRISONER LUNGED THROUGH THE bars and grabbed hold of Dan Lowery’s collar.
“When I get out of here, this game is over!” he shrieked, eyes bloodshot and bulging.
Dan reached for his holster, but thought better of it. He wrenched his shirt free instead, and leapt back a few feet. He cursed himself silently for getting too close to the cell. The prisoner glared at him, jaw hanging open, his pupils wide and distorted. His speech was slurred, and his breath reeked of another night wasted at the bar. His bald head captured the bright lights of the jail cell, reflecting the glare back off his scalp.
Dan fingered the badge on his chest and lifted it up so the prisoner could see. “You pull that shit again, and I’ll have you charged with assaulting a police officer. You hear me, Frank?”
Frank wasn’t listening. He was busy pacing around the cell, and had probably already forgotten what had just transpired. He clutched his stomach and bent over the cell bench, dry heaving.
Dan unfolded his sleeves. He had rolled them up prior to transporting the man from cruiser to cell. There was always a fight to be had with this one, and he was getting damn tired of it.
This time, it had been a dispute over the television station at The Down Under. Frank had insisted the barkeep change the channel so he could watch the boxing match. One of the other locals had resisted, claiming he wanted to catch the weather first. A verbal altercation had ensued, culminating in Frank tripping over his barstool and landing flat on his back. He had screamed and ranted, and had finally been detained by several other patrons. Dan had arrived shortly after, dodging the man’s vomit as he hauled him into the back of the cruiser.
This wasn’t the life he had envisioned when joining the police force. At the same time, he wasn’t sure what more to expect from a small town in Arizona. With a population of only a few thousand, St. Matthews had little room in the budget for reinforcements. Dan was one of only four police officers.
He moved through the small station, heading towards a locker room down the hall from the jail cell. He could still hear Frank coughing and spewing behind him.
“You’d think you would have learned your lesson by now, Frank,” he mumbled.
“Fuck you!” the man screamed from the other room. Dan had forgotten how sound carried in the hollow building.
He entered the locker room, already unbuttoning his shirt. It had been a long day, and he was ready to knock off for the evening. Officer Howard Barrett was already suiting up, ready to relieve him of his duties. Howard was the station’s senior officer.
“You mean I have to watch this joker all night? What the fuck, man?” Howard rolled his eyes, suppressing a laugh.
“Better you than me!” Dan retorted, hanging his shirt in his locker.
The dispatcher had already left for the day. After hours, all calls were routed through a regional office in a neighboring town. Howard would be alone with the prisoner for the rest of the evening.
The senior officer buttoned his uniform over his chest, covering a scar on his left shoulder. He was originally from California. In his eight years of service on the Sacramento streets, the officer had been shot twice, each time refusing desk duty. The scar was one of two on his body—the other was on his calf. Dan had seen them plenty of times. His comrade took pleasure in reliving the stories, showing his wounds with pride to anyone who would listen.
It was a far cry from herding the local drunks into a cell for the evening.
“So what’s Julie got on the burner for you?”
“Word on the street is ham and boiled potatoes.” Dan smiled. Oftentimes, he would invite the officer to join them when they both had the night off.
“Ah, an Irish feast! Well, enjoy it man. I’m sure I won’t feel like eating much after watching Frank throw up in there.”
Howard slammed the locker shut, and the door rattled through the small room. Although he was only five foot nine, he had the build of a football player, making up for his lack of height with a thick, rugged frame.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Dan said.
From the other room, Frank continued to dry heave, and Dan chuckled softly.
“Good luck with that one.”

Dan walked across the parking lot, feeling the cool breeze ruffle through his curly blonde hair. His face reddened as the Arizona heat hit his pores. He wiped his arm across his face and felt the perspiration moisten his skin.
He was exhausted. After a long day at work, he was looking forward to spending time with his wife and daughter. On a typical day, they would bring out some of the board games they had tucked in the closet, or enjoy a relaxing walk in the yard. He hoped today was no different.
He looked down at his cellphone, preparing for it to ring at any minute. Julie was punctual, and she’d be expecting him shortly. Within a few seconds, the phone lit up. He laughed to himself.
“Hello?”
“What’s so funny?” Julie demanded, but he could hear that she was in a good mood.
“Nothing, honey. I just knew you’d be calling. Right on time, as usual!” he kidded, reaching for his car keys.
“I’ve got your favorite meal on the stove. Quinn even helped with the potatoes.”
“I can’t wait! I’ll be there shortly.”
“I love you,” she said.
He hung up and inserted his key in the car door. The police vehicle was a 2006 Ford Crown Victoria. Given the size of St. Matthews, the town’s officers normally used their patrol cars as their primary mode of transportation. In the event of an emergency, they would be expected to spring into action at a moment’s notice.
Dan had rarely been required to do so. He kept his radio by the bedside table, just in case, but he couldn’t remember the last time it had woken him from sleep.
He often caught Julie staring at it before going to bed. He imagined she was having a silent chat with the device, warning it to stay silent.
Dan pulled out of the lot and into the roadway. He lived within 3 miles of the station, which provided a quick commute from work to home. Because of this, he used the time to unwind—to transition from his rugged exterior as a police officer into his role as father and husband.
He loved his position on the force, but Julie and Quinn were his main focus—the reason he woke up in the morning.
Dan navigated the streets with ease. It hadn’t taken him long to gain familiarity with St. Matthews. In fact, there weren’t many streets that he didn’t know. The city roads were well maintained, featuring a mixture of commercial and residential properties. In between them, small shrubs peppered the dusty landscape, constant reminders of the desert backdrop.
The White Mountains surrounded the town on all sides. A frequent destination for Arizona tourists, they provided a makeshift border, sheltering St. Matthews from the neighboring towns and insulating them from the worries of big city life.
Dan rounded a corner, heading away from the center of town and into one of the residential neighborhoods. Here, houses began to dominate the roadside, and he relaxed slightly. He was a few blocks from home when his cellphone rang.
He glanced at the display, expecting to see his wife’s name. Instead, he saw Howard’s.
“Hey, man. Want me to save you a plate of potatoes?” He grinned.
“Dan?” Howard’s voice wavered.
For a split second, it sounded like the reception had been lost. A deep breath from the other end told him that his friend was still on the line.
“Are you still there?” Dan asked.
“Frank’s dead.”
The words rang in the air. Dan stared at the phone in disbelief.
“What happened?”
“Can you come back to the station?” Howard begged.
In his five years on the force, it was the first time he had heard his friend rattled.
“I’ll be right there,” he said, closing the phone.
He threw on his sirens and raced back into town.
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HOWARD MET HIM AT THE
station door. The front of his shirt was covered in sweat, and he looked visibly upset. His usually stocky frame seemed to be shrunken, as if he was trying to disappear into his clothes.
“Are you ok?” Dan asked.
“I think so,” Howard said, but his demeanor said otherwise.
“Where is he?”
“In the cell. I covered him with a blanket. I called the paramedics, but it sounded like they’d be a while.”
Dan was hit by a pang of fear, but he wasn’t sure why. His friend was making him nervous. He hurried through the door and down the hall to where Frank had been kept. As he proceeded, he half-expected to hear the prisoner still cursing, spilling the contents of his stomach onto the jail floor.
Instead, the station was eerily quiet.
Howard hung behind him, as if afraid of what his friend might find.
“I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said.
Dan entered the main room, feeling his heartbeat quicken in his chest. In the center of the cell, a bulky figure was covered in a blue blanket. For a second, he imagined that Frank was hiding somewhere in the station; that the lump under the blanket was a decoy, and that the prisoner would come lunging at them from the shadows.
Pull yourself together, he thought.
He tugged on the cell door, but it was locked. He reached for his keys.
He stopped when he noticed a trickle of dried blood on one of the iron bars. The fluid had made its way down the side of the cell, forming a pool at the bottom.
“What the fuck?” He stepped back.
“He attacked me, Dan. I was lucky to get out of the room alive.”
Howard motioned towards his arm. The officer’s shirt was torn at the elbow, and a red stain blossomed towards his bicep. Dan was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before.
“Howard, you’re hurt! What the hell happened?”
“He took a chunk out of my arm, man. I thought he was going to rip it off.” Howard covered his face with his good hand.
Dan drew his gun. He inserted the key into the lock, watching for any sign of movement through the bars, his finger on the trigger of the pistol. The blanket remained still on the floor.
“Stay back,” he warned, stepping inside.
Dan crossed the cell towards the body, and immediately gagged. A puddle of Frank’s vomit lay under the steel bench. If circumstances were different, he might have found it amusing.
He nudged the blanket with his foot, expecting Frank to grab onto it in a drunken rage. The figure remained stiff. He bent down slowly, grabbing the edge of the fabric, and slid it off a few inches. It dragged slightly, caught on a piece of flesh that looked like the prisoner’s ear.
Dan recoiled in fear. Frank’s face was demolished: his bare head was split open at the center. His shiny round head had become a red canvas, painted with a mural of blood and exposed bone. His nose was splintered into fragments, and his mouth dangled open, held together by a few pieces of teeth and loose gum. His eyes were rolled up into his head. They were pitch black.
“He was reaching for the water cooler. It looked like he was thirsty. I went to give him a cup—you know, to be nice,” Howard eyed his friend, as if afraid he wouldn’t believe him. “And then he grabbed me, man! When I broke free, he went crazy. He kept smashing his head against the bars, over and over, trying to get to me, until his face just…oh Jesus fuck!”
Howard shook his head from side to side, trying to keep his composure. The senior officer had been shot twice—and had survived some of the toughest neighborhoods in California—but tonight he had finally cracked.
“Did you see his eyes?” Howard waved his good arm towards the cell. “What the fuck could have happened to him?”
Dan replaced the blanket, feeling his stomach tighten. He stepped back, bumping into an object on the floor. A plastic cup rolled away from him and came to rest underneath the bench.
In his five years on the force, this was one of the most violent deaths he had ever seen. Dan was worried.

Mickey Sonstrom arrived on the scene first, even before the ambulance. He was fair-skinned and freckled, sporting a tuft of red hair that crept out from underneath his police hat. His chin pointed outwards, as if to constantly reaffirm his position of authority. At twenty-two, he was the youngest officer on the force.
“Howard, what’d you do, man?” he kidded, punching the stocky officer on the arm. “Oh shit, man, I didn’t know you were hurt. Are you all right?”
“It’s not funny, Mickey,” Dan scolded him, “Howard is lucky to be alive.”
“Is Frank really dead?”
“Yes, he is. We should wait for Sheriff Turner before we do anything.”
The red-haired officer peered over their shoulders into the cell, catching a glimpse of the blue blanket. Dan had placed it back over the body, both to preserve the evidence and to avoid looking at it again. Over the past few years, there had been a few gruesome deaths in St. Matthews, but nothing to this extent.
Mickey headed off into the locker room.
“I’ll get the camera,” he said.
Howard sat behind the wooden desk in the room, applying pressure to his wound. They had raided the emergency kit in the station and wrapped his arm with gauze and a bandage while waiting for the paramedics. Dan was sure the man would need stitches.
Frank had sliced into a piece of the man’s upper bicep, presumably with his nails. Dan struggled to figure out how the prisoner had done so much damage—especially without a weapon.
“I should call my wife,” Dan said. “She’s probably worried.”
“Why don’t you go home, man—have dinner with the family,” Howard offered.
“Absolutely not. I’ll tell her not to wait up.”
Dan retrieved his phone and walked into the corridor. The sound of his footsteps bounced off the station walls as he dialed the number. His wife picked up on the first ring.
“Dan, where are you?” Julie said. “I thought you’d be home already.”
“We had an accident at the station, honey. Howard’s been hurt. He’ll be ok—but there is an incident that I need to deal with.”
“Oh my God. I knew it. Will you be home soon?”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure it will be a while.”
“I’ll wait up for you. I can heat up dinner when you get back.”
Dan smiled, feeling a sense of relief at the sound of her voice. Howard was still alive. Julie and Quinn were safe at home, miles away from the carnage he had just witnessed. Things could be much worse.
“That sounds great. If you guys get hungry, feel free to start without me,” he said. Dan doubted he would have much of an appetite.
He hung up the cellphone and stared at his reflection in the glass. His adrenaline was still flowing, and he tried to steady his hands. The ambulance would be here soon, and they would need to assess the crime scene. He tried to regain his composure. From somewhere outside, a car door slammed shut. He slipped the phone back into his pocket and adjusted his hat.
Even before he had a visual, Dan heard his boss breathing from the parking lot outside. A few seconds later, the door swung open with a crash, and Sheriff Turner’s massive figure filled the entrance. He lumbered down the hall towards Dan, his massive legs shaking the ground beneath him.
“Is Howard ok?” he asked.
“I think he’ll be fine,” Dan assured him. “But he’ll need stitches.”
The Sheriff muttered something and wiped away a stream of sweat from beneath his cap. His short white hair was matted into clumps, and his thick black eyebrows quivered with worry. Labored breaths wracked his body. Dan figured it had probably been a while since the man had moved so fast. By all accounts, his boss was sorely out of shape. However, his intentions were some of the purest that Dan had ever known.
Sheriff Turner had taken over the position from Bill Turner, his father, who had retired after forty years on the force. The family had occupied St. Matthews for generations, each member holding a career in public service. Almost anywhere the sheriff went he was greeted by warmth and respect. He once joked that his body belonged to the townsfolk. Dan thought he should have been a politician in another life.
The sheriff’s red cheeks puffed in front of him, and he resumed walking.
“Thank God he’s all right,” he said. “Where the hell are the medics?”

It was after 9 o’clock when Dan finally left the police station. At that point, there wasn’t much more he could do. Howard had been taken to the hospital to be stitched up, insisting that his co-workers stay behind. Dan had completed the necessary paperwork; the three remaining officers had documented the scene.
Frank’s mangled body had been taken to the morgue shortly after. The coroner, Jonas Cutler, hadn’t offered much of an explanation. Even with an autopsy, he explained, it would be impossible to gauge the man’s motives. For now, he was chalking it up to a stomach full of alcohol and a bad temper.
Dan pulled out of the parking lot. He contemplated calling his wife. Given the late hour, he decided against it. In the event his family had gone to sleep, he didn’t want to wake them—though he was certain Julie would be up, waiting for him.
As he sped home, he tried to picture the plate of re-heated potatoes and ham that awaited him, but only succeeding in conjuring up images of Frank’s missing face. He blinked hard a few times, trying to get a grip on his stomach. Work was work, and home was home. He kept reminding himself of that fact. A few minutes later, he pulled into the driveway.
The Lowery residence was a quaint, single-story home situated on a slightly wooded lot. The front lower half was comprised of red brick, the upper made of white wood panels. Two elm trees sat in the front yard, providing a nice contrast to the desert backdrop.  On the right side of the house was a two-car garage.
Dan felt above the visor for the garage remote, and then reconsidered, parking the cruiser where he had pulled in.
He’d leave the garage doors closed, just in case they were asleep.
He exited the vehicle, locking the car door and starting up the walkway. A dim light was on in the dining room. He felt a sense of relief wash over him. It was good to be home.
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HOWARD WINCED AS THE NURSE threaded the first stitch. The pain was actually quite bearable, but he wasn’t a fan of needles. He looked away and concentrated on a diagram on the wall. A row of letters and numbers lined the poster, each varying in size and shape.
“Can you read all of them?” The nurse smiled at him. She was a cute blonde, probably no more than twenty-eight, if he had to guess.
“Let’s see, A, F, G. Yep—got ‘em all.” He grinned, flexing his bicep.
“You’ll have to stay still, sir.”
“No problem, ma’am,” he said.
Howard thought back to the last time he had been in the hospital, back in Sacramento. That was when he had received the gunshot wound to his calf. Now, that was some scary shit. This is nothing, he reminded himself. Nothing at all.
He should’ve known better than to go near Frank’s cell.  He’d known something was going to happen tonight.
He closed his left eye and tried reading the letters on the chart backwards. He realized that the patients who took the test were probably farther away, but it felt good to practice nonetheless. Howard was on a constant quest for perfection, always striving to keep his mind and body active.
He closed both eyes as the needle wove in and out of his arm. He could feel a steady pinching even though he had been given an anesthetic. He pictured his arm slowly coming back together, and tried to dispel the image of Frank’s face coming apart.
“All set!” the nurse said, standing up proudly.
Howard wondered how many stitches she had given before. From the look in her eyes, she was quite impressed with the work she had done.
“Looks good!” he confirmed, but figured he wouldn’t have known the difference either way.
The nurse beamed and began to put away her supplies.
“Hey, if you ever get bored, I work at the precinct downtown,” he said. “You should stop by. Ask for Howard.”
“Definitely!” She smiled, but her blue eyes remained on the equipment. A few seconds later, she handed him a sheet of paper. “All of your post-care instructions are listed here on the bottom. We’ll see you in two weeks to remove the stitches.”
Howard thanked her and slid off the chair. He retrieved his cap from the table, and exited into the hallway.
The emergency room waiting area was surprisingly quiet. Two rows of red plastic chairs lined the walls, all of them empty but for a few magazines that had been left on the seats. Behind the front desk, an older woman sat with her back to the room, scribbling away on some paperwork.
A television hung from the ceiling, displaying the local newscast. The sound was barely audible, but Howard could make out the story from the tagline below. The reporter was covering the town’s yearly festival. Several residents had planted a variety of trees on the center green. The caption switched a few seconds later to an alert on a recall of ground beef.
“I could go for a burger,” he mumbled to himself, wishing he were hungry.
He exited through the automatic doors and back into the night.

Howard drove aimlessly for a few hours, rounding the streets of St. Matthews in the police cruiser. He should probably go home, but home felt like the wrong place to be. For a second, he considered calling Dan, perhaps stopping in for some ham and potatoes, but thought better of it.
There was no time for that now.
A glimmer of pain rippled up his arm, and he loosened his grip on the steering wheel.
For a Friday night, the streets were unusually empty. Normally, he would find himself stuck behind some drunk who was driving far less than the speed limit, painfully aware of the cruiser behind him. Tonight, he was greeted by nothing more than the traffic lights and an occasional foot traveler.
Howard circled the town several times before he realized where he was headed. He pulled into a small side street tucked in the commercial center of town and turned off his headlights. A row of brick buildings loomed overhead, the adobe cracked and worn from both time and lack of concern. A few patrons were standing in the alleyway, but quickly dispersed when they saw the patrol car. He noticed that one of them pointed in his direction. It looked like he mouthed the officer’s name.
Above them, a dingy sign garnished one of the doorways, adding a faint orange glow to the alley. Howard looked up at it. The Down Under.
Normally, a trip to the bar would have been under the pretext of violence—an alcohol-fueled fight, a gun scare, or perhaps a drug overdose. Tonight, he had been drawn to the place for another reason.
On any given night, Frank would have still been here, raising his glass to anything that struck his fancy, and raising his fists at everything else. Howard closed his eyes, breathing in the smell of warm beer and stale urine. If he listened intently enough, he was almost certain he could hear the dead man’s voice, yelling from inside.
After a few minutes, he opened his eyes and stared out the window. A few of the locals had gathered in front of the bar and were pointing and whispering at him. He sat upright, instinctively feeling for his pistol.
One of them held a bottle in his hand and staggered a few steps toward the vehicle. Howard recognized him as one of the locals—Nathan Heid. “What’s the matter, you pigs come to arrest another one of us? One man isn’t enough for the night? You fucking assholes.”
Howard winced at the insult. He could easily arrest the man on several charges, but tonight he had much more important things to do. Nathan leered at him, preening a scruffy white beard. “Yeah, that’s right. You got nothin’ to say now, huh?”
The others cheered, laughing and holding up their bottles.
Howard started the engine and put the car into drive, trying his best to appear unfazed. He sped off down the alley, feeling utterly alone.
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DAN STARTED UP THE WALKWAY,
and then stopped. He glanced back at the police cruiser, which was immersed in shadow at the foot of the driveway. The motion light over his garage must have gone out. He cursed silently and walked back towards the vehicle, intending to pull it into the garage. From the looks of it, Julie and Quinn were both still up, so he wouldn’t be disturbing them.
He hopped back in the car and tapped the overhead garage remote. The door ascended, and he flicked on his headlights. Inside, a neat array of garden tools hung on the walls—shovels, rakes, pitchforks—along with neatly stacked bags of potting soil and plant fertilizer on the floor. His wife had always had a green thumb. If Dan so much as looked at a plant, it would disintegrate.
He pulled the cruiser into the garage, next to his wife’s Subaru Outback. It appeared she hadn’t been out today. Normally he could tell by the position of the vehicle. From his job on the force, Dan had inherited an eye for detail. He was often expected to recall facts and conversations in his reports, and he prided himself on his accuracy.
Dan turned off the headlights and tapped the garage remote. He heard the door descend behind him, and checked quickly in his rearview to make sure no one had slipped inside. You could never be too careful. Especially after the night he’d just had.
A few months back, he had responded to a burglary call just outside the city center. Apparently, the suspect had waited outside an elderly woman’s home, and then followed her inside through the garage. The perpetrator had then bound and gagged her, before making off with all her valuables. The poor woman had been so shaken up that she had moved into a group home shortly afterwards. Dan couldn’t blame her. It was a shame what the world had come to.
He exited the vehicle and made his way to the door. He could hear the television from inside. He turned the handle and stepped into the kitchen, expecting Julie to be there, waiting for him. Instead, he was met with silence. He placed his keys on the countertop.
“Julie, I’m home!” he called out.
The kitchen was in disarray. Pots and pans were strewn across the countertop. A cutting board spilled over with potato skins, and wet towels were draped over the edge of the sink. Julie was normally a neat freak, cleaning her dishes almost immediately after she used them. This wasn’t like her. His gaze continued down the counter.
The microwave door had been left open, revealing a splattering of food on the inside. A display of knives was turned sideways next to it. One of them—the largest—was missing. Dan started forward and felt his foot hit a roll of paper towels that had unraveled on the floor.
“Julie?”
Through the kitchen, past an arched doorway, he had a partial view of the dining room. Although the chandelier was lit, it cast only a dull aura over the table, as if the dimmer had been placed on the lowest setting. His wife sat at the head of the table at the end closest to him, her back turned.
“You ok? I’m sorry I’m late.”
She didn’t answer. Dan felt his heart start to hammer behind his ribcage, and his police instincts kicked into gear. He imagined the worst—that someone was waiting for him on the other side of the dining room, forcing his wife to remain silent. From his position, he could only see half of the table. Quinn was nowhere in sight.
His fingertips grazed the gun, but he didn’t remove it. Not yet.
He crept past the refrigerator, hugging the side of the room. Slowly, the dining room revealed itself to him. The other chairs were empty; the table was set for three. A whiff of steam rose from the plate in front of Julie, indicating that she had recently heated the food. She was alone.
“Honey, did Quinn go to bed already?” he whispered.
Her neck twitched slightly at the words, and he could see her chest rise and fall. Whatever had happened—was happening—she was alive.
He weaved around her chair until her face came into view, still fingering his holster. Her long brown hair was tied in a ponytail, but several strands had made their way out of the elastic and across her face. Her round lips were pursed, and her high cheeks held a faint red glow. Her eyes were closed, and her hands were folded in her lap.
“Are you asleep?”
The TV blared from the other room, but his wife did not make a sound. A few bites were missing from the plate in front of her. The fork was on the floor by her feet.
“Honey…” he tried again, softly.
A bang erupted from down the hall. Dan jumped and withdrew his gun. There were two doors beyond the dining room, one on either side. The one on the left was open, and he could see their queen-size bed through the crack. The door across the hall—the one leading to Quinn’s bedroom—was shut.
Dan edged sideways down the hallway, keeping one eye on his wife. From the other room, the TV went to commercial, increasing in volume. An announcer spoke of the revolutionary power of a new toilet spray. The rest of the house maintained its silence.
He reached the door and pressed his ear against it. A thin scratching sound emanated from the other side, a few feet below his head. It was about where his daughter’s shoulders would be.
He cupped one hand to the door. “Quinn…are you in there?”
Boom! The door wobbled as something crashed against it, knocking his hand from the frame. Someone began to pound on the other side, and he heard the person whimpering. It sounded like his daughter, but he couldn’t be sure. Dan held the doorknob, turning it slightly to test it. The door was locked. He looked down at the keyhole, but no key was present. It had been locked from the hallway.
His eyes darted back to the dining room table. His wife had not moved, but her eyes were now open. She stared at him vacantly, her lips still pursed together. Her pupils had turned black.
Something glimmered from the table, next to her plate. It was the key to his daughter’s room.

Dan made a lunge for the key, and then stopped short. His wife sat motionless, piercing him with hollow eyes. He wondered if she was able to see him—to recognize the man standing before her. Everything about her was horribly wrong.
“Julie, our daughter is locked in her room. We need to get her out,” he said. “Do you hear me?”
Her hands remained in her lap, and when he looked down, he could just make out the shiny blade of the kitchen knife. She didn’t answer him.  What the hell was going on?
Dan reached for the key, closed his hand around it. In the background, the banging had increased in volume, echoing through the hallway and drowning out the TV.
“Quinn, honey, I’m coming!” he shouted behind him.
Julie’s hand flew up suddenly, clutching the knife, and she rammed it down, lodging the blade deep in the tabletop. Dan withdrew his hand, but the tip of the blade caught on one of his knuckles, tearing it open. The key clattered to the floor.
“Julie—it’s me!” he screamed in pain, watching a crease open in his skin. Blood began to ooze from his finger.  He reached for his handcuffs, hoping to restrain her, but he’d already changed his clothes at the station and he’d left them in the car.
He jumped back, aiming his pistol at her. Julie had risen to her feet. She wore a mid-length white sundress, and she held the blade to her chest against it. Dan watched a splotch of blood—his blood—expand and stain the fabric.
She walked toward him, her chest butting up against the pistol, and raised the knife in the air for another blow. He batted at it with the gun, connecting with the steel blade, but she kept her grip. 
Then, before he could react, Julie leapt forward and sliced.  Dan fell backwards, his wife on top of him.
He grabbed hold of her wrist, catching knife and arm at bay, and looked into her face, hoping she would recognize him. Her cheeks were red with blush, the color evenly applied on both sides. Whatever had happened to her, it must have been recent. I just talked to her a few hours earlier, for God’s sake, he thought. Her eyes were black ovals, penetrating past Dan and etching invisible holes into the floor.
In the background, the banging had lessened. He wondered if Julie had locked their daughter in her own room for her own protection, before the violent urges had taken her over—to stop from killing her own daughter.
“Julie, please stop this,” he pleaded.
Her mouth opened, and he noticed bits of food were stuck in her teeth, as if she’d forgotten how to chew. She pushed harder, grunting as she leaned into the knife. It was the first sound she had made since his arrival.
Somewhere in his pocket, Dan’s cellphone began to ring. He blinked away his tears and tried to stop his wife from stabbing him.
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HOWARD DROVE AIMLESSLY, TRYING TO lose himself in the streets of St. Matthews. He rolled down the window, letting the cool mountain breeze seep into the vehicle, and contemplated having a cigarette.
Howard hadn’t smoked in almost ten years. In his twenties, he had maintained a solid pack-a-day habit, lighting up whenever the desire struck him. At the time, he had little concern for the future. He’d been in college then, and life was as simple as passing a few courses at Sacramento State University—just enough to keep him enrolled. At night his real life began: hitting the bars with his friends, playing pool, and chasing the young women that matriculated at the local college. Things had changed rapidly when his mother had fallen ill.
Howard had been home for a visit when she had told him. The doctors had diagnosed her with lung cancer. According to the test results, the disease was already in the advanced stages. She’d been coughing up blood for several weeks before going to the doctor, and a CAT scan had revealed the news. She hadn’t even been a smoker. Howard was devastated.
For the next two years, he watched her deteriorate rapidly, losing the strength to walk and eventually becoming bed-ridden. Howard had dropped out of school to take care of her, working nightshifts to assist her during the day. His days were spent at chemotherapy and doctor visits, and he struggled to pay the mortgage and other bills that kept them in the house.
As quickly as the disease had descended upon her, it was gone. His mother passed away in her sleep, only two years after being diagnosed. She was forty-six. Her passing had left him feeling angry and alone.
After her death, Howard joined the police force, throwing his aggression into intense physical training. He shunned his previous lifestyle of drinking and smoking and aimed for a life of clarity and focus. He pushed his body to its limits, fearing that if he let up, he would be overtaken by sickness.
Now, in the wake of the evening’s events, he found himself clamoring for a taste of his past. A cigarette would taste damn good right about now, he thought.
But that would be a sign of weakness, and one the agents wouldn’t allow.
In the distance, he could make out the White Mountains spiraling upwards into the heavens, oblivious to the concerns of the townspeople below. He sighed and placed his police hat on the seat next to him. He should probably be getting home.
Howard’s pocket vibrated, and he jumped to attention. He reached for his cellphone, expecting to see the number of the sheriff, who would be calling to check up on him. His boss had instructed him to take a few weeks off—to heal and unwind from the trauma of the evening. Maybe the man missed him already.
It wasn’t Sheriff Turner. It was Dan.
“Hello?”
The cellphone hissed and crackled in response. Howard smiled, wondering if his co-worker had placed the call by accident. He listened for a few seconds, just in case.
“Dan, you there?”
A crash erupted through the phone, and he held his ear away from the receiver to soften the noise. He heard the sound of heavy breathing, as if someone was winded.
Or perhaps engaged in a struggle.
Howard strained to hear through the static. His heart galloped as a voice cut through the line.
“Please stop…” the person begged. The voice was Dan’s.

Howard was only a few minutes from Dan’s house. He paused for a minute, then threw on his sirens, watching the yellows and reds pulse on the road in front of him. He grabbed his radio with his right arm and felt his wounded arm bend below the bandage. He winced and pushed the button.
“All available units, this is Officer Barrett. I’m heading to a possible 240 at 5 Shunpike Place. Need backup ASAP.”
He released the lever and waited, rounding the next corner and nearly hitting the curb. Mickey’s voice cut through the silence, back at him.
“Howard? Aren’t you supposed to be at home resting?”
“I was. I’m heading to Dan’s house now. I think he’s in trouble.”
“I’m on my way,” the kid responded. “I’m across town. Give me a few.”
The cruiser bounded forward, Howard’s thoughts with it. He thought of Frank’s former comrades from The Down Under, raising their bottles in defiance at him.  The world was full of scum.  In his earlier years, he would have arrested them without question.  But he knew now that it was useless.  The next morning, they’d be out on the streets doing the same things.
People rarely changed.
He looked down at the cellphone in his lap, but it remained silent. He was almost to Dan’s.
A few minutes later, he pulled onto Shunpike Place and approached the Lowery residence. The driveway was empty, but several lights blazed from inside. Normally, Dan and Julie parked their cars in the garage, so there was a good chance they were at home.
Howard exited the vehicle, drawing his gun with his bad arm. It was still numb from the anesthesia, and he wondered if he could even shoot. 
He’d been careless in getting too close to Frank.  
He wouldn’t make that same mistake again.
He crept towards the house on the paved walkway. Through the front windows, the living room appeared empty. To the right of the living room, he could make out the dining room, which was dimly lit. It appeared that the family had been in the process eating dinner. He saw plates of food on the table, and glasses that were filled with liquid. Strangely, nobody was there to enjoy it.
Howard approached the windows for a better look. The chair at the head of the table had been knocked backwards, splintering on the dining room floor below. A glimmer of movement next to it drew his attention.
A figure was kneeling on the ground, one thin arm outstretched high into the air. A cascade of long brown hair covered the person’s face, obscuring a positive identification, but it looked like a female.
In her hands was a butcher knife. She was getting ready to plunge it into whoever was below her.
His pulse began to pound.  It was Julie.
Howard leapt onto the front steps and tried the front door. It was locked. He stepped back and then lunged forward with his foot, sending the door reeling inwards. The TV had been left on in the living room, filling the house with voices, but he could hear the sounds of struggle from the next room. He ran inside.
Howard stopped short when he got to the dining room. Dan was on the floor with Julie on top of him. From the looks of it, she was about to murder her husband.
Dan was holding his wife’s wrist, the blade just inches from his nose. Tears ran down his cheeks, spilling onto the floor below. Julie’s face was covered in shadow, her eyes sunken into two black recesses below her brows. She moved her head upward at Howard’s arrival, but only slightly.
Howard planted his feet on the ground, stabilizing his pistol with both hands. Pain shot through his right arm from the pre-existing wound.
“Don’t shoot her, Howard!” Dan screamed.
“Julie—drop the knife now!” he shouted.
The woman shook her hair back and forth, as if trying to block out their voices. With her free hand, she started to dig into her husband’s stomach, tearing at his shirt. Dan screamed in agony, trying to break free.
“Dammit!”
Howard squeezed the trigger. The bullet connected with Julie’s right shoulder, sending the knife clattering to the floor. She toppled backwards, her white dress rippling in the air. Dan rolled out from underneath her. He was screaming now—mouthing words that Howard could not hear. The gunshot still rang in Howard’s ears, and he was temporarily deaf to the world around him.
Julie was back up again. She threw herself across the room, this time at Howard. Blood dripped from a hole in her shoulder, and her right arm flopped uselessly at her side. Dan reached for her, catching hold of her dress, and she pitched to the side, losing her balance. Her head collided with the corner of the dining room table, and she collapsed to the floor like a sack of laundry.
“Oh my God—no!” Dan screamed.
Howard watched his comrade fall to her side and push away her hair, cupping his hands around her neck—searching for a pulse, but seemingly finding none. The side of her head was sliced open, spilling her life essence onto the wood floor. Dan buried his face in his hands, and then started to stand.
 “My daughter!”
“Where is she?” Howard asked.
“In her bedroom…the door is locked.” Dan waved toward a key on the floor.
“I’ll get her, Dan—just stay with Julie. I’ll call for an ambulance.”
Howard retrieved the key and headed down the hall toward the closed door on the right, his arms shaking. He’d done his best to prepare for this, but he felt a tinge of emotion.  He shouldn’t have come here.  He should have stayed at home.
He fumbled with the lock for a few seconds, finally finding the keyhole. He pushed the door open with his foot, and then let his pistol lead the way.
A minute later he returned to Dan’s side.
“The window’s open,” he said. “Quinn’s gone.”
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QUINN MADISON LOWERY HAD NEVER left home without permission. In fact, there were a lot of things she had never done. As she ran into the night, alone, she wondered if she would ever get the chance to do them.
She liked to think she was a good kid, and respectful to her mom and dad. Besides, her father was a police officer, and he could sniff out what she was up to before she even knew it herself. He was smart like that.
“Don’t forget, I was a kid once myself,” he often reminded her.
She wasn’t perfect, though. Far from it. A year ago, she had been caught shoplifting at the local grocery store.
Quinn loved to read. She had been reading ever since she could remember—books, comics, magazines, or anything else she could get ahold of. For the most part, her parents were supportive of her habit. This time, however, her mom had been in a hurry, and wasn’t in the mood to indulge Quinn’s literary appetite.
“Not today, honey—I mean it.”
All she’d wanted was one of the newest tabloid magazines. Inside, there was an article on one of her favorite actresses. Quinn didn’t see the harm in it.
Unable to convince her mother, she’d tucked the magazine up into her shirt, securing the bottom in the waist of her blue jeans. She remembered how it felt—smooth against her stomach, but at the same time bulky and uncomfortable. In order to get out the door with it, she had needed to walk upright, arching her back like there was a metal rod in her spine. She remembered feeling a tinge of excitement as she walked out of the store, and then a moment of fear as she realized she would have to sit down in the car.
“What’s wrong with you, Quinn? Why are you doubled over like that?” her mom had asked.
Quinn tried to bend down, but the thick folds of the magazine were digging into her gut, and it hurt too much to move.
“Do you have something in your shirt? Get over here!” her mother had demanded. “Lift it up!”
Quinn had revealed the magazine, her cheeks stiff and the blood draining from her face. Without a word, her mother had snatched it from her grasp, returning to the store to pay for it. While she was gone, Quinn started to panic. What would they do with her? Would she be sent to jail? Would her father arrest her? It was such a small town—she was sure everyone would find out her secret.
Quinn Madison Lowery was a thief, they would say. The thought made her nauseous.
Her mother had driven home in silence, the look on her face enough to fill a thousand conversations. But that had been the end of it. As far as Quinn knew, her mother had never spoken of the incident to her father.
Quinn promised herself she would never make the same mistake again. After all, she was ten years old now. She had learned a lot since she was nine.
Now, as she climbed from her bedroom window and into the night, she wondered how much trouble she would be in. Would she ever be allowed to leave the house again? Her legs scraped against the windowsill, creating red marks in the pits of her knees, and she swiveled her arms and dropped to the ground below. Her heart pounded in her chest with fear.
She fell on her butt, using her hands as a cushion to break her fall. Inside the house, she could hear grunting and banging, as if a wrestling match were taking place in the dining room. She heard a voice, too, but wasn’t sure if it was her father’s. She couldn’t take any chances. He may have a knife, too.
The air tasted dark and thick, and she struggled to catch her breath.
As she fled into the night, Quinn wondered who would punish her when she finally returned. In just a few hours, her world had been turned upside down.
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HOWARD PAUSED ON THE LOWERYS’ front porch, searching for movement in all directions. His cruiser sat where he had left it, and the garage door was still closed. To his right, he saw the open window where Quinn must have exited, curtains wafting outwards in the subtle breeze. He couldn’t imagine she had gotten far.
“I’ll find her, Dan,” he called behind him. “Wait here a minute—she can’t be far.”
The officer moaned from inside, his grief spilling from the dining room and out into the night. The TV blared over him, playing the theme song of a classic detective show. Howard considered turning it off, but descended the steps instead.
He tried to put himself in the little girl’s frame of mind. Where would she have run? He looked to his right, past the few trees that lined the property. The closest house was a few yards away. An old woman lived there. He thought her name was Sadie, but he couldn’t recall. Either way, she must be approaching her eighties, and was probably fast asleep. Her house was black inside, offering no sign that she had received an unexpected guest.
The Reynolds family lived in the house on the left. Howard knew them well. They would often stop at the Lowerys’ for an evening barbeque. Their house, too, was dark. A single porch light illuminated the front steps, casting shadows like fingers into the yard. If they had received a knock at the door, he was certain they would have called the police by now.
Howard swept the perimeter of the house. In just a few minutes, he cleared the front and then made his way to the backyard. He almost tripped over a piece of wood on the ground, and realized it was the side of Julie’s garden.
Four pieces of plywood flanked the sides, surrounding a variety of green, leafy plants in the center. He strained his eyes, but didn’t recognize anything human amongst them. No figure was hiding in the interior.
The rest of the backyard was open, and he didn’t see any other places Quinn could hide. He checked the far side of the house, but to no avail. If he had been the little girl, he probably would have run quite a ways before stopping. He imagined her trust was thin at this point. It wasn’t every day that your mother came at you with a kitchen knife.
Howard thought back to what he had seen in the house. Julie was barely recognizable—a soulless, corpse-like version of her former self. Her eyes had seemed to penetrate through him, intent on destruction. Howard shuddered and bit his lip, trying to forget what he had seen. 
This had to happen, he reminded himself.
He gripped his gun. A sudden glow in the distance drew his attention. Several hundred yards away, on what must have been an adjacent street, a light had just gone on in one of the houses.
Howard contemplated using his radio, and then withdrew his hand.  It didn’t matter, now, anyways. Nothing did.  
He sucked in a breath and began to sprint towards the light.
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QUINN RAN UNTIL HER CHEEKS were red, her stomach was tight, and her legs began to tire. She fought the urge to look back, fearing that someone would grab her if she did. Surely, whenever the scuffle ended, somebody would come looking for her. Maybe even to kill her. Her heart leapt against her ribcage. She needed to get help—and fast.
She hadn’t dared stop at the neighbors. The noise would have attracted immediate attention. Something told her she needed to get farther away in order to have a fighting chance.
Behind Shunpike Lane was another street—she forgot the name, but it was a nice road, and full of houses. Often, she would ride her bike there, watching the families and children. She used to dream about living there someday. The houses seemed nicer in that neighborhood. Now the houses hung in the distance: dark shapes that seemed strange and unfamiliar. She’d never been there at night.
Quinn wondered what time it was. It must be late—not a single house seemed active. The one closest to her had a small picnic table in the backyard. She could make out a dim glow from one of the back windows, probably from a nightlight. The Anderson family used to live here, but someone new had moved in last month. Her mother had been meaning to stop in to welcome them to the neighborhood. Back when things had still been normal.
There was a sliding glass door in back, but she realized knocking would make her visible to anyone behind her. Instead, she walked past the picnic table and began to cut through to the front yard. As she did so, the rear light flicked on. She stopped suddenly and turned back to face it.
A shadow stood behind the glass, surveying the lot outside. The lights inside the house were off, so Quinn could only make out a silhouette. The person remained still except for their head, which swiveled from side to side. Quinn hugged the side of the yard, hidden from the glow. She wanted to cry out, but her inner voice told her to stay still.
The shadow began to slide its hands down the glass, as if wiping at some unseen condensation. Its fingers were long and curved, and it rapped at the pane with its fingernails. She wondered if the hands’ owner was a man or a woman. The person seemed to move unnaturally—unlike anyone she had ever seen. Without realizing it, she held her breath.
Quinn looked to her left, where another house sat in silence. If anybody else had been awakened by the light, they hadn’t let on. Across the street, she made out another row of houses. They remained still. She looked back to the patio window.
The head and hands had stopped moving. She squinted, and could now make out a pair of ovals where the person’s eyes should have been, reflecting in the moonlight. They seemed to be staring in her direction.
Quinn had been spotted.
She started to run, letting out bursts of breath as her legs kicked into gear. Behind her, she heard the sound of a sliding glass door being thrust open.
She crossed the side yard and into the front, the dry grass crunching under her feet. Although she wanted to look back, she pushed on. She entered the roadway, heard another pair of feet hit the grass behind her. She pictured the long fingers swaying at the person’s side, preparing to wrap around her neck like pieces of rope.
Hurry up, Quinn, she thought. Something wet hit her cheeks, and she realized she was crying. She wished her mother and father could be here, that they could help her. But they were in on the whole thing. Whatever the thing was.
She was on her own.
Pavement gave way to grass again, and she flew up the walkway to the nearest house. She banged on the door and rang the bell at the same time.
“Help!” she tried to call out, but her words were raspy and weak.
Footsteps slapped on the pavement behind her, drawing ever closer. She didn’t have time to wait. Keep moving, she thought. Quinn stumbled through the darkness to the side of the house, heading deeper into the property. When she hit the backyard, a voice echoed from the front. She dared to glance behind her.
“Hello? Who’s out there?” the person called.
The front lights came on, and she heard the homeowner open the screen door. Her pursuer stopped in the road.
“What do you want?” the homeowner asked.
The figure hovered in the street, arms at its sides. Quinn gripped the edge of the house, wondering if the shadow could still see her. She hoped not.
“I’m going to call the police!” the homeowner threatened. It was a man’s voice, and his words rang with fear.
The figure crouched now, its arms hanging low to the ground. It hissed into the night, and she pictured a tongue as long as its fingers, sliding across a pair of razor-sharp teeth. She kept quiet, wondering if it could hear the sound of her heartbeat. It certainly seemed loud to her. She drew a breath and held it, wishing as hard as she could that she were invisible.
The figure began to move, arms swinging at its sides, heading for the front of the house. The homeowner continued to yell, but the figure ignored his warning.
Quinn moved along the side of the house, toward the front, until she was right at the edge. She could make out the homeowner now—it was Mr. Philips, one of her neighbors. His white hair gleamed in the porch light, and he was leaning out into the night, waving one arm at the intruder. Mr. Philips had helped her fill her bike tire once when she had gotten a flat. He didn’t seem quite as friendly now.
“What the hell?” he yelled.
Before he could react, the figure was on him, pulling him out of the house. She heard ripping sounds as it tore at his chest, and then screaming as Mr. Philips fell to the ground. His hands flew up to protect his face, but the figure cast them aside, wrapping its fingers around the man’s skull and its thumbs pushing into where his eye sockets would be.
Quinn held back a sob. She wanted to help. But what could she do? She was only ten years old. The thing was screeching now, and she saw blood splash onto the door. Quinn covered her eyes and cried—for her mother, for Mr. Philips, and for herself, knowing that she would never reach another birthday.
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HOWARD REACHED THE HOUSE IN
minutes, his boots pounding hard on the grass. A single light faced outward in the backyard, revealing a picnic table and an assortment of lawn chairs. The sliding glass door had been left open, as if someone had recently exited or entered.
He held his gun in front of him, watching for any signs of activity.
“Police!” he shouted through the opening.
He was met with silence. He advanced a few steps—and then heard a scream pierce the night air. It sounded like it was coming from past the house, across the next street. Howard swiveled and worked his way around front, toward the source of the noise.
His arm brushed his side, and he squirmed in pain. He sprinted past the house and into the road, ignoring the burning in his bicep. Directly ahead of him, illuminated by a porch light, a figure was bent over another man, unwrapping his insides and pulling them onto the walkway.
Howard aimed his gun in front of him, approaching the assailant and victim.  The victim had been mutilated beyond recognition—his face condensed into a soupy puddle of blood and eyeballs. The walkway was stained with flesh and innards, and the figure sifted through the remains with delicate fingers.
The suspect looked up and raised its hands in the air, dangling pieces of detached skin. Its eyes blazed into Howard, devoid of life, eerily reminiscent of the look Julie had given him earlier.
Howard squeezed the trigger, firing a round into the figure’s head. It slammed backwards into the door, and he fired twice more into its chest.  The emotion he’d felt before was fading.
He was already starting to feel the way he had felt with Frank.
Things were going exactly as planned.
Several lights appeared around him, and Howard tensed up. Heads peered through windows and doors cracked cautiously open. In the distance, behind the house, he heard the sound of a little girl screaming. The noise faded into the distance, her cries softening with each step.
In an instant, he knew it was Quinn. And he knew exactly where she was headed.

Quinn was on the move again. This time, she wasn’t going to stop. She had a destination in mind. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought of it before, but she was sure glad she thought of it now.
She wasn’t ready to die. Not yet.
She kept running, dragging her feet like dumbbells. She screamed when gunshots rang out behind her, but continued on. A few sparse trees swayed in the wind, pointing her onwards, leading her from one street to the next. Only a few more neighborhoods to go, and she would be there.
Her throat started to burn. The doctor said she had mild asthma—not the kind that you needed to use an inhaler for, but enough that she should take it easy. In gym class, she was often excused from the more rigorous activities. She felt herself gasping for air now, but she did not slow down.
Ahead, she saw a familiar house on the horizon. She only needed to cross one more street to get there. Her feet hit pavement once again, and she prayed that she had outrun whoever might be following her.
Up ahead, Sheriff Turner’s patrol car sat in the driveway. She wiped the tears from her eyes and felt a sense of relief wash over her. The house was dark, but he must be home. He had to be. She ran up the front steps and mashed her hands against the doorbell, hearing it ring inside the house. After a few seconds, she heard footsteps plodding through the house.
Thank God, she thought.
Quinn doubled over, her pulse beating through the side of her neck, and tried to breathe deeply. She needed to calm down so she could explain what had happened. She looked back, but saw no signs of her pursuer. The door creaked open behind her, and the familiar figure of Sheriff Turner filled the doorway.
“Sheriff,” she tried to speak, but no sound came out.
She ran inside the house, under his outstretched arm, and motioned for him to shut the door. The lights were off, and she edged towards the couch, looking over her shoulder to make sure no one was following her inside. Though it was dark, rays of moonlight filtered through the windows and into the living room. Her foot struck something on the floor, and she paused suddenly and looked down.
Mrs. Turner’s body lay in the center of the rug, curled up in a ball. An awful odor rose from the body. She looked dead.
“W-What happened?” she whispered, turning.
Sheriff Turner stood in the doorway like a statue, his arm still propped against the frame. It appeared he hadn’t moved since letting her inside. At the sound of her voice, his body came to life, and he let the screen door slam shut. He lifted an enormous leg and began to move towards her.
“Sheriff—it’s me, Quinn Lowery,” she said, backing up against the couch.
The man started to wheeze, placing one calf in front of the other, shaking the living room with each footstep. Beads of sweat glistened from his forehead and rolled down his face. She backed up farther, hitting the couch and falling to a sitting position.
She began to cry.
The sheriff made a grab for her leg, and she swung it upwards and out of reach, letting out a stifled scream. She threw her arms over the couch and began to pull herself to the other side. Something sharp on the fabric ripped at her leg, and she cried out. She slid over the couch and onto the floor, just as Sheriff Turner landed on the cushions in front. His weight slid the couch backwards and into her shins, and she screamed in pain.
She limped towards the kitchen. A large lamp hugged the wall at the entrance, and she threw it down behind her to create a barricade. The Sheriff grunted as he regained his footing. Quinn forged ahead, avoiding the kitchen table and heading for the back door. She reached it and fumbled for the handle.
The doorknob turned, and then stopped. The door was locked. Her hands slid wildly around the knob, and she finally found the button on the center, twisting it sideways and releasing the catch.
The door wouldn’t budge. It must be dead-bolted.
Sheriff Turner was in the kitchen now, making his way toward her, and she began to panic. Her eyes were starting to adjust, and she searched for anything she could use as a weapon. The counters contained a mess of appliances—a toaster, a blender, and some dirty dishes—but nothing of use. It was too late. He was upon her now, and he flung his arm forward, reaching for her head.
Quinn tried to duck, but not in time. She felt a piece of hair rip from her scalp, and her eyes stung with pain. She scooted on the floor, the vinyl cold on her fingertips and knees, and slid her way across the kitchen and back into the living room.
There was a door on her right, and she yanked it open and slammed it shut behind her, wedging herself between a mop and bucket. She held the inside handle, waiting for it to turn in her fingers, and choked back a sob.
On the other side of the door, she could hear the Sheriff knocking over the kitchen table and chairs, destroying his own belongings to get to her. She imagined what would happen when he found her hiding in the closet, weaponless and alone. Her eyes welled up, and she began to shake.
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HOWARD RACED TOWARD SULLIVAN AVENUE. If he’d calculated correctly, the road was about four blocks away—cutting through backyards, of course. He could have returned to his cruiser, but he would have lost precious time.
I should probably return home, he thought.
But something pressed him onward.  Whether it was the adrenaline or the taste of the night air, Howard felt more alive than he had in years. 
And that feeling was keeping him going.
He perked up his ears, listening for signs of the girl.  He hadn’t heard any screaming now for a few minutes. Either the girl had wised up, or she had already reached her destination. The thought struck him that she may have fallen prey to another attacker.
As he ran, Howard wondered if he had guessed correctly as to her whereabouts. If she had taken another turn somewhere in the dark, it would be almost impossible to find her. He would need to use the spotlights on his cruiser.
As he passed through the next street, he saw lights flicking on from the houses around him. Presumably the homeowners had heard the commotion. In several doorways, he noticed shadows staring at him, and he began to feel an even deeper sense of unease.
The grass crunched underfoot, fried from the desert heat and lack of water. He imagined that if he stopped to inspect it, he would see Quinn’s footprints leading the way. The radio crackled in his ear, breaking his concentration.
“Howard, you there?” Mickey said.
Howard reached up to his shoulder and silenced the radio. 
As he finally reached the fourth street, he noticed all the lights were off. There was no sign of activity among the residents. Perhaps Quinn had veered off in another direction, or she had stopped screaming just shy of Sullivan Avenue, leaving its residents blissfully asleep. He glanced farther up the road, and squinted into the night. His initial observation had been incorrect. One set of porch lights was on, near the end of the road. Now that he had noticed them, they seemed to illuminate the house in the night like a beacon.
Sheriff Turner’s patrol car sat in the driveway.
Either his boss was getting ready to leave the house—already made aware of the night’s events—or else a little girl had knocked on his door just short of midnight. Howard crossed the road, running now.
He drew close to the car, holding his gun in front of him. The screen was shut, but the storm door had been left open. As he started up the walkway, he heard a tremendous crash from inside.
“Sheriff?” he called in.
The banging continued. A girl’s shriek rang out from within. Howard threw open the door, leading with his pistol, and entered the living room. A massive shadow hugged the back of the room. It was ramming against a door on the other side.
“Police! Hold it right there!” Howard yelled.
He reached to his left, feeling for the light switch. Thankfully, his memory served him well, and the room lit up. He had been to the Sheriff’s house plenty of times, but never on police business. His jaw dropped as he surveyed the scene.
The first thing he saw was the body of Mrs. Laney Turner. The woman was facedown in the middle of the room, her head caved in. The busted frames of her glasses lay beside her, stuck to the wood floor in a collage of blood. Clumps of her hair covered the carpet.
Sheriff Turner stood behind the couch, his hands raised above his head. Black streaks covered his eyes, as if they had been injected with vials of India ink. He had ripped open the hall closet, tearing the frail wooden door from its hinges, and it now lay sideways by his feet. His massive figure concealed the majority of the doorframe, but Howard could see through his legs.
Quinn Lowery sat amongst the cleaning products, arms tucked over her head. She whimpered as she saw him, as if he, too, had come to attack her.
The sheriff grunted, turning his attention to the new visitor. He began to move towards the front door.
Howard gritted his teeth and fired the pistol. He continued to squeeze the trigger, firing one round after the next, until he had emptied the entire clip into his boss. The bullets riddled the fat man’s body, pulling corks of flesh from his stomach and spilling red fluid beneath. The sheriff’s eyes rolled in his head, and he collapsed with a thud onto the floor.
The girl began to bawl. She put her head between her legs, hair billowing over her knees. Howard looked at her and then at the body on the floor. The sheriff lay in a pool of blood, his dead wife just ten feet away. Howard felt nothing.
Nothing at all.
He lowered his gun. For the first time that night, a sense of calm swept over him.
“Come with me,” he said to the girl. Although he didn’t realize it, his lips had curved upwards into a smile.

Howard and Quinn walked in silence. The girl trailed behind, sniffling quietly to herself, but didn’t utter a word.
After taking care of the sheriff, Howard had warned Quinn to keep her composure and remain quiet. He instructed her to stick to his side as they made their way back to the Lowery residence. He’d been harsh, but it was what she needed to hear. The gunshots had attracted enough attention.
Even still, the streets seemed eerily silent. Many of the houses still had their lights blazing, but Howard no longer saw any shadows in the doorways. It was as if the residents had returned to bed, unaware of the danger. Or else they were roaming the streets, looking for victims, he thought.
Howard stopped suddenly. A sound had emitted from a pair of trees in front of them. The girl stopped behind him.
He aimed his gun. An object had begun to move behind one of the tree trunks. He saw a flash of white from near the ground, and then something jutting out into the open. A tail. Howard lowered his weapon. A cat came slinking towards them, purring. He imagined they had caught the animal mid-chase—probably on the hunt for a mouse or some other rodent. It rubbed against the girl’s legs, and he waved his arms at it, sending it scurrying back behind the trees.
Howard glanced around them in all directions, but no other figures emerged. He took the opportunity to withdraw a cellphone from his pocket. A text message was waiting for him.
Status? It read.
He returned his gun to its holster, and signaled for the girl to wait. Her eyes fell downwards, and she stared at her shoes in compliance. Using his thumbs, he drafted a reply.
On schedule.
He hit the ‘send’ button, and returned the phone to his pocket. Later, he would break it into pieces and discard the remnants in various locations. Just to be sure. Though he doubted anyone would ever make the connection. The cellphone had been sent to him by mail, probably purchased from a remote location. He knew he could trust the phone’s sender.
Right now, he needed to focus to ensure his survival. That was what was expected of him.  To monitor the townspeople, to ensure all went as planned. Only when the destruction of St. Matthews was complete would he be able to relax. He withdrew his pistol once again and began to move. The girl fell in line behind him.
Out of respect for Dan, he had decided to return the little girl—but that was it. Afterwards, the pair would be on their own, along with the rest of this God-forsaken town.
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DAN CLUNG TO HIS DEAD wife for what seemed like an eternity. He parted her hair, kissed her forehead, and tried to ignore the fact that she looked nothing like the woman he loved. The gash on her head had stopped bleeding, but a puddle of blood on the floor served as evidence that she had once been alive.
His mind was spinning, still trying to comprehend what had happened.  For a second, he felt like he was out of his own body, looking down at himself.
He needed to find his daughter. Where the hell was Howard?  And where the hell were the medics? Howard had called them, hadn’t he?
His eyes darted around the room, passing over the wreckage that had once been his dining room. Julie’s chair lay on its back. Several of the rungs had cracked, and the back had started to separate from the frame. Next to it was the knife, which gave off only a dull shine—far less threatening without a hand to wield it.
He had dropped his pistol on the floor next to him, freeing up both hands to cradle his wife’s body. The gun seemed to beckon to him now, a subtle reminder of his duties as a police officer and father. He felt a breeze pass through the house, kicking up a lock of Julie’s hair and draping it across his face. Howard must have left the door open.
Dan began to think about getting up, about releasing his death-grip on a woman who had already embraced death. They’d been married for eleven years. He had known her since high school. He remembered how beautiful she had looked at their wedding—how brave she had been during the birth of their child.  He grit his teeth and fought back the tears. He needed to let go. He needed to move. His daughter needed him.  
He let his hands slip from her body, wiped his arm across his face to dry his eyes, and gently eased his wife back to the floor. Quinn was still out there, and if he lost her too, he would have lost everything.
Before he could stand, a pair of footsteps clapped against the pavement outside. The rest of the force, he thought. He was sure that Mickey and Sheriff Turner would be on their way—in fact he was surprised they hadn’t made it already. As the noises continued, he realized something sounded off. His fellow officers would have announced their presence. The footsteps he heard seemed muffled, as if the owners were trying to conceal their arrival.
Dan’s police instincts started to kick in, and he scurried to the far end of the dining room, positioning himself between the table and the living room doorway.
The screen door at the front of the house banged against the frame. He considered calling out, but decided against it. He aimed the pistol in front of him, propping his arms on one of the chairs.
The TV volume seemed to increase, and he strained to hear over it. Something scraped against the wall in the living room, and Dan’s body went rigid.
Someone was in the next room.
A mottled hand entered the doorway, pawing at the air in front of it, testing the waters. After the appendage came a torso, and then a full body; black eyes scanning back and forth as it wormed sideways into the dining room. Dan recoiled at the figure, whose face appeared to be disintegrating in a mound of flesh. It idled towards him, feeling its way forward, heading right for the table.
Dan fired a round, shattering its knee and sending it reeling to the floor. Another was behind it, this one faster than the last, already veering around Julie’s body and gaining ground. He fired again, splintering the side off of the chair opposite him, missing his target. The chair toppled backwards, landing on Julie’s body.
Dan was on his feet now, scooting around the table. The first attacker fumbled on its broken knee, contending with the chair, and its companion pushed past it without skipping a beat. The creatures—things—spewed bile from their mouths, salivating onto the floor below as they tried to reach him.
He reached the living room doorway. Behind him, he heard the remaining furniture topple over. He crossed the room, panting, and stopped at the front screen door. Outside, three more were headed up the walkway. They began to groan when they saw him.
“Oh, fuck,” he whispered.
Dan slammed the front door shut, dead-bolting it. He whipped around, gun in front of him, and felt something grab his arm. One of the first houseguests had caught up to him. Its fingers were cold on his skin, wrapping around his wrist like icicles.
He kicked forward, connecting with its stomach, and sent it toppling backwards into the couch. He raised his pistol and fired into it, gritting his teeth. Three bullets passed through its chest, blood and bile rippling out from the wounds. The creature sunk down onto the couch cushions, and then stood up again, unfazed.
He heard the sound of nails on the front screen, and then something pounding on the front door. If he didn’t get out this house, Dan was certain it would become his tomb.
He skirted around the couch, avoiding the outstretched hands of the creature in the living room, and entered the dining room again. The first creature was still on the floor, crawling on its knees, coming towards him. He shot off a round into its head and watched it collapse to the floor.
He swiveled again, facing the remaining creature from the living room—this time aiming for its forehead. Maybe that was the key. Just like the god-damn movies, he thought, realizing at once how insane that sounded. His heart sunk when he pulled the trigger.
He was out of bullets.
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“I DON’T WANT TO GO BACK home,” Quinn whispered.
Howard looked at her, but his eyes seemed distant. He was holding his gun in one hand and a cellphone in the other. He kept checking the phone, as if expecting someone to call. His arms were crooked upwards, and his muscles bulged underneath his shirt.
Quinn had always looked up to him. Whenever he visited, he was especially nice. On her last birthday, he had even brought her a stack of books to read—introducing her to some of the classics that he had enjoyed as a child. Now, everything seemed different. Howard seemed different.
“We have to go back,” he said. “Your father is there.”
But her mother was too. A pang of fear went through her stomach as she pictured her mother shoving her into the bedroom, knife in hand.
“Are my mom and dad ok?”
Howard was looking at the phone again, typing on the keypad.
“Sure, Quinn. They’re both fine. I’m going to take you home to them.”
He kept his eyes on the cellphone, but she saw him watching her out of the corner of his eye. He wasn’t telling the truth. She could sense it. But why would he lie? What would he say when they got to her house and the truth was right there in front of them?
She pictured Sheriff Turner’s body in the living room, bloated and bleeding. She didn’t know much about gunshot wounds, but Howard hadn’t even checked for a pulse—he’d just left the man on the floor. It was as if he wasn’t even concerned about him. Or maybe he knew something she didn’t. She watched him type away on the cellphone. Who was he talking to? And why were they standing here?
Howard finished his message. A few seconds later, the phone vibrated.
Quinn moved closer to the officer. In the dark, she could almost make out the incoming text message. She forced herself to cry again, inching towards him.
“It’s ok,” he said, but he made no physical effort to console her.
She was standing next to him now; her eyes were level with the phone. The screen glowed yellow. She shuddered when she read the words.
Every last one must go.
Quinn started to run.
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DAN WAVED THE EMPTY PISTOL in front of him, but the creature kept coming. It sidestepped Julie’s body and then walked over the body of its dead companion. Its eyes rolled back into its head, and it began to groan.
He stepped backwards into the kitchen, still holding the gun, wishing he had the time or the means to reload. His palms were sweaty, and he struggled to keep his balance. He bumped into the roll of paper towels and it skittered backwards, unraveling to the end of the tube.
The creature advanced.
Dan spotted his keys—they were on the counter to his left. A few steps further and he could make a grab for them.
“Stay back!” he shouted.
The thing’s mouth opened, revealing a row of dirt-covered teeth. If it understood him, the words had little effect. Dan threw his arm sideways, succeeding only in pushing the keys farther down the counter. He made another grab. This time, he was able to close his fist around them.
He eyed the knife holder. In his haste, he’d already passed by it. He could lunge toward it, but that would put him in harm’s way. The creature stood beside it, mouth hanging open. He needed to get out of the house.
He reached behind him, finding the door handle, and stepped back into the garage. He slammed the door closed, and then used his keys to lock it. The creature smashed against the other side, but the door held. For now.
Dan’s cruiser was where he had left it, and the garage door remained closed. He ran to the car door, fumbling with the keychain. He saw his house key, his locker key, and a slew of others. Where the hell was the car key? Focus, his mind screamed.
The creature pounded on the kitchen door, shaking it in the frame. Dan located the key and slipped it into the lock. The car was open now. He flung open the door and hopped inside, and then promptly shut it behind him.
Bam! The kitchen door caved in, whipping against the wall and off the hinges. The creature was loose in the garage now, heading towards the car.
Dan cried out in surprise, turning the key in the ignition.
The car fired up and he revved the engine. He reached up and hit the garage door opener, watching it open behind him in the rearview mirror. The creature was at the driver’s side window now, just inches away. Its breath fogged up the glass, and it began to pound on the window.
“C’mon, hurry up!” Dan screamed at the garage door.
He threw the car in reverse and hit the gas. The car began to inch backwards. Dan looked behind him and then rammed on the brakes.
Howard’s police cruiser was parked in the driveway, directly behind the garage door. Julie’s Subaru Outback sat to his right. There was no way to get his cruiser out of the garage.
The creature hissed at him through the window, its nails scratching on the glass. Dan glanced in his rearview again. The three other things from the front yard had stepped into the garage, and were now heading for the cruiser. He looked down at the ignition. The key to the Outback dangled from the chain.
He needed to get to the other car. And fast.
Dan ripped the keys from the ignition and climbed into the passenger seat, knocking over a coffee cup on his way. His gun was on the seat, but it was useless without bullets. He tucked it into his holster anyway, then reached for the door handle.  He paused to look around him.
The creature to his left had begun moving around the front of the cruiser. Three others approached the passenger side. The Outback was just a few feet away. If he didn’t get out of the cruiser soon, he would be trapped. Dan opened the door and leapt out.
He grabbed hold of the car key and threw it into the Outback, but it was too late. One of the creatures ripped at his shirt collar, tearing him away from the vehicle.
“No!” he shouted.
Dan threw his elbow back and felt it connect with a face. The attacker fell backwards, knocking into its companions, but the three barricaded any escape from the garage.
He was surrounded.
Dan dropped to the floor and began to pull himself underneath the Outback. As he did, he heard something clatter onto the floor behind him. Damn, he thought. My keys. From underneath the car, he saw a parade of tattered shoes stepping around them. His pulse beat through his body, sending a rush of blood to his temples.
Dan wiggled his feet, suddenly feeling claustrophobic. He reached his arm out slowly, but the keys were too far away. He inched towards them, balling his feet and pushing off the garage floor. He could almost reach them. He strained his fingers, watching them leave the protection of the vehicle and enter the open garage. He had almost made it when a cold, fleshy hand grabbed his wrist.
One of the creatures was on the ground, looking back at him with dark eyes. It hissed and pulled on his arm.
“Get the hell off of me!”
He wrenched his hand back, wincing as the creature’s nails scratched his wrist. The other things dropped to their knees and began reaching underneath the car, inspired by their companion. Dan pulled himself towards the other side, avoiding four sets of hands that were now clambering to get to him.
He glanced towards the passenger side of the vehicle. The garage wall was empty, providing a few feet in which he could maneuver. There were no sets of feet on that side. For now, the coast was clear. He edged himself sideways, and stood up quickly on the opposite side.
One of the creatures had started to roam towards the trunk, blocking a quick exit out the front of the garage. He looked around, searching for another option. On the back wall, he spotted the gardening tools hanging neatly from their pegs. Amongst them was a pitchfork.
Dan made a dash for it. The creatures had given up on the car and were now headed his way. He grabbed the pitchfork from the wall and swung it in front of him.
“C’mon you bastards!”
One of the creatures made a grab for him, and he propelled the tines deep into its stomach, sending it reeling backwards. He pulled back on the handle, watching a rainfall of blood soak its shirt. It staggered, momentarily off balance. He turned the pitchfork sideways and swung it like a baseball bat, propelling the creature into the side of the Outback.
He squeezed past it and towards the back of the garage. The others were by the trunk now, and he gored the first in the neck. It toppled backward, but Dan persisted, plunging the weapon into the mass of gray flesh behind it, striking each in turn. The creatures tumbled backwards, hitting the floor, and he stood over each of their bodies, ramming the garden tool into one after the other until all movement had stopped.
When he finished, Dan realized he was screaming. He looked down at the creatures, whose bodies were now covered in gaping holes, fluid spilling from their insides. In all his years on the force, he had never killed anyone. In fact, he often prayed that he would retire before getting the chance. He had seen plenty of dead bodies, but none that had met their demise at his own hands.
Dan turned his head and vomited on the garage floor, letting the pitchfork clatter to the ground. When he was finished retching, he dragged the bodies from behind the car, clearing a path to the outside.
He retrieved the keys and started the Outback. He threw it into reverse, and sped down the driveway and out into the road.
Somewhere, his daughter was in danger. He just prayed to God he wasn’t too late to save her.
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THE LITTLE GIRL TOOK OFF running, and Howard chased after her. His attention had been on the cellphone, so she’d taken him by surprise. It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t get far. The phone vibrated again in his hand, but this time he slid it into his pocket.
They’d been standing next to the side of a house when she took off. A few trees lined the perimeter, and she had slipped through them to the neighboring property. He clutched his gun, unsure of what he might run into. The plan had been set in motion, and soon the streets would start to fill with the infected. The contamination had begun.
Ahead of him, he saw a small shadow slip around to the front of the house next door. Although he only caught a quick glance, he was pretty sure it was Quinn. He thought for a second about abandoning the chase, about letting fate take its course. Sooner or later, she would run into one of them, and that would be the end of it. Saving her now would only delay the inevitable.
Five years ago, when he had moved to St Matthews, Howard had tried to keep to himself. There was no use in befriending any of his co-workers or socializing with the townspeople—not with what he knew was coming. He tried to focus instead on his training, on honing his physical and mental abilities. After a few years, he had let his guard down.
He had started engaging in the occasional barbeque, a monthly game of pool. The town’s fate was sealed, he thought, so he may as well make the most of his time there. The Agent leaders had said to blend in to the community—to act as natural as possible.
Now, Howard felt a tinge of pity for Dan and his family. He had grown closer to them than he had intended. But nobody would escape the contamination. He needed to remind himself of that fact.  Helping them now would do nothing.
He would be the only survivor in St. Matthews.
Still, he did intend to find the girl and bring her back to her father—it was the honorable thing to do.  And Howard liked to think he was an honorable man.  He’d give them a fighting chance.
He rounded the corner of the house and stopped short. Two shadows hugged the siding. The smaller figure lay in the grass, shielding her face and whimpering. It was Quinn, and she was cornered.
The larger shadow turned to face Howard. Its face was a blackened mess, and it snarled at him. He drew back his arm, and then punched the thing in the head, sending it to the ground. It squirmed, trying to regain its footing, and he aimed his gun between its eyes.
Howard pulled the trigger, and Quinn screamed. The creature went still.
“Let’s go, Quinn! If you run again, I’ll leave you out here. You understand?”
The girl nodded.
“Get up,” he said, softening his tone. “I know this is difficult, but this whole thing is something that needed to happen.  The world needs this.”
She averted her eyes and followed behind him. He didn’t expect her to understand. How could she? She was just a child. He would be glad when all of this was over and done with.
He reached for his phone and read the message that had come in earlier.
Head back to the station and await further instruction.

Howard signaled for the girl to stop as they approached the front of the Lowery residence. The garage door was open now, and the lights from inside spilled out over the driveway and illuminated the yard. The interior was covered in blood, and he saw what looked like the bodies of several infected. Howard’s patrol car was still in the driveway, directly behind Dan’s. Julie’s car was gone.
He looked at the little girl, watching her eyes fill with hope.
“Stay quiet,” he said.
Howard crept across the yard and looked through the front windows. The dining room was a mess of broken furniture. The table had been turned on its side, and the chairs were toppled over. Julie’s body lay underneath the wreckage. One of the dead things was next to her. He glanced behind him, but Quinn was standing in the middle of the lawn where he had left her. He held up his hand so she would stay put.
The living room was equally destroyed—the TV had been knocked over, and the couch was halfway across the room. However, the place appeared empty. Dan had put up a fight. He wasn’t surprised, given the officer’s track record on the force. Maybe that was why he hadn’t turned into one of them yet. Perhaps his body was keeping the infection at bay.
He looked back at Quinn again. She, too, seemed to be holding her own. But it was only a matter of time. He motioned toward his cruiser in the driveway.
“Let’s go.”
A pair of high beams suddenly lit up the driveway and Howard shielded his eyes. A car was coming toward them down the road. He wondered if it was Dan.
As the vehicle approached, he could make out two shadows in the front seat, and the outline of police sirens on the roof. There was only one other patrol car unaccounted for. Mickey’s. He cursed under his breath, wishing things didn’t have to be so complicated.
The cruiser barreled up the driveway and onto the lawn, and then stopped. The windows were down, and he could hear the young officer shouting from inside the vehicle.
“What the fuck? Get off of me, man!”
The passenger was one of the infected, and it clung to Mickey’s arm, tearing into the side of his neck with its teeth. The officer cried out in pain, struggling to break free, but unable to undo his seatbelt.
“Help!” he screamed.
The words echoed into the night, bouncing into the garage and past the mound of dead bodies inside. Howard stood motionless, watching his fellow officer flail uselessly at the creature.
“Do something!” Quinn cried out from behind him.
Howard walked to the driver’s side of the vehicle and raised the gun. The creature paused mid-bite, its teeth covered in fleshy residue. He squeezed the trigger, firing a round into its head. The thing collapsed into Mickey’s neck, falling into the wound it had created.
“Fuck, man,” Mickey whispered, blood gurgling through the side of his opened neck. His eyes were wide, and his arms convulsed at his sides. He reached one of his arms toward Howard. “Help me, please…”
Howard turned away and began to walk towards his cruiser.
“In the car,” he barked at the girl.
“Where are we going?”
“Back to the station.”
“Is my dad there?” Her lips trembled.
Howard looked at her, but didn’t answer. His eyes were devoid of emotion.
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DAN SCOURED THE STREETS OF
St. Matthews, searching for any sign of his missing daughter. From Shunpike Lane, he looped around to Treetop Place, and then to Archibald Avenue. He gripped the steering wheel of the car, hands shaking. He tried to dispel the image of his dead wife on the dining room floor.
Julie was gone.
He felt the salty sting of tears hit his lips, and he wiped his face with his sleeve. But Quinn was still alive. She had to be. He pictured his daughter, out on the streets, perhaps fighting for her life just as he had been moments ago. Where could she have gone?
He wracked his brain, trying to determine Quinn’s thought process. She was a smart kid—probably smarter than most her age. He held out hope that she had been able to find assistance.
But what if the entire town was infected? What help would there be then? And why hadn’t he been stricken with the disease—whatever it was? He looked down at his hands, and then glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. Maybe he was moments away from turning into one of the things himself.
Dan shivered and forced the thought from his mind. Whatever the reason, he was still conscious, still himself. At least, he thought he was. And as far as he knew, so were Quinn and Howard.
Dan patted his pocket. His cellphone was still there. Thank God. He pulled it out and dialed his senior officer’s number. The call went straight to voicemail.
“C’mon, man!”
He dialed again, but with no luck. He scanned his phone for any messages or voicemails, but none had been received. He tucked the device back in his pocket and then looked back at the road. About a hundred feet ahead, just beyond his headlights, he saw a glimmer of movement.
“What the hell?”
A few shadows darted from left to right, and he wiped his eyes to ensure his vision wasn’t distorted. A yellow sign passed on his right.
Pedestrian Crossing.
25 MPH.
Dan flicked on his high beams, and then held his breath. A swarm of creatures were in the road, arms hanging at their sides, marching toward a figure lying on the curb. A few were on their knees, ripping into it. Pulling out the person’s insides, he thought. He hit the brakes, coming to a stop just fifty feet away. Their heads seemed to turn in unison.
There had to be about twenty of the things.
Dan threw the car into reverse. The creatures were running now, hissing and spitting in an attempt to get to the Outback. He revved the engine, and the car rolled backwards, but not fast enough. One of the creatures tore at the driver’s side mirror, ripping it clean off the vehicle. Another flailed its arms at the hood. Others flanked the passenger’s side, starting to bang on the windows.
Dan shouted at them, swerving the wheel in an attempt to throw them off. He felt the tires run over a pair of feet, and saw one of the things fall. He stomped the brake, bringing the car to a halt, and then threw it into drive. The things pounded harder on the windows. He hit the gas and sped forward.
He aimed the car straight ahead, where a few stragglers had begun to congregate. They raised their arms and moved towards the vehicle.
“That’s right, keep coming!”
Dan plowed into three of the things, hurling them over the hood of the Outback and back onto the pavement. The others had fallen behind, unable to catch the speeding vehicle.
Suddenly he was free, driving into the night, the chaos behind him. Even with the windows up, he could still smell the pungent odor of blood and decay finding its way through the vents. He rolled down the window, but only to a crack. What has this world come to?
His cellphone rang, and he felt his heart skip a beat. He answered the call.
“Hello?”
A voice whispered from the other end.
“He’s got Quinn.”
Dan looked down at the phone. It was Mickey.
“Who has her? Mickey, are you ok?”
“H-Howard has her. They’re headed to the station.”
Mickey’s voice sounded labored, as if he was speaking underwater. Dan felt a wave of nausea creep over him.
“Where are you?” Dan asked.
His friend paused.
“Don’t t-trust him, Dan.”
The call disconnected.
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THE LITTLE GIRL SQUIRMED IN
the backseat of the cruiser. Howard had put her there to ensure she wouldn’t try running again. He would bring her to the station, and then he would contact her father. Fate should take its course from there. He hoped they didn’t meet up again—for their sake.
So far, the streets were empty. Either the infection was still spreading, or the residents were elsewhere, searching for victims. Howard felt a tickle in his throat, and coughed into his hand. He looked down, expecting for a brief moment to see blood on his hand. Just like his mother had seen years ago, when she had been diagnosed with cancer. But he knew better. He’d been careful.
Instead of abusing his body the way so many others did, he’d dedicated his life to physical perfection.  The Agent leaders had shown him a better way.  Humanity was overdue for a cleansing, and only the strongest would survive.
He reached between the seats and retrieved a bottle of water that he had stored there. He twisted off the cap and drank from it. At home, he had several storerooms full of food and drink—enough to last him a year or so, he figured. Plenty of time to outlast the infection.
The Agent leaders had warned him before the contamination was to begin. He’d been prepared. A few weeks prior, he’d received the text message. It was one he’d been waiting on for five years.
It has begun.
Since then, he’d been watching, waiting for the first signs.  
Each year, around this time, he received a package in the mail containing a new cellphone. He would carefully discard the old one and destroy the envelope it had come in. Updates had been few and far between, but he’d been kept informed.
Now, he was using the phone to report the progress in St. Matthews. Due to the town’s small size and remote location, Howard guessed it was one of the first to be infected. A trial run for what was to come.  
The information Howard had was limited. He’d been told that the virus would start with the food and water supply, and that he should avoid anything produced after a certain date. But he also knew that the Agents had infiltrated numerous sectors of society—there were plenty of other ways to spread the disease.  According to the leaders, he would be briefed as necessary. His survival had been guaranteed.  When he was certain everything was progressing as planned, he would retreat back to his house—to wait until the infection had run its course.
The world needed a change. Humanity had abused the earth, destroying their bodies and the environment, succumbing to selfishness and materialism. He had seen everything clearly when his mother died. He had changed his own ways. He had given up his vices.
It was too bad others couldn’t see the same thing—that they couldn’t realize the flaws in their existence. Now they would suffer the ultimate consequence.
He felt honored to be a part of the first phase. Someday, he might be remembered for being one of the pioneers of the new world.
“Howard?” the girl called out from the backseat.
He sat upright, replacing the water bottle.
“What do you want?”
“Can I get out now? You can drop me off here. I’ll be fine.”
“I can’t do that,” he said. “I have to take you back to your father, at the station.”
The girl hugged her arms across her chest.
“Does he even know I’m here?”
“Yes,” Howard lied.
He could tell she didn’t believe him. But it didn’t matter. Not anymore.
They were just a few blocks from the station. Howard noticed a few shadows at the side of the road. The cruiser’s headlights revealed two creatures picking away at a carcass. They looked up at the passing vehicle and took a few steps toward it as he drove by.
“Not tonight,” he muttered.
A few seconds later, Howard pulled into the station. The parking lot was empty. He parked the cruiser and opened the back door, motioning for the girl to get out. She slid out of the backseat and onto the pavement, her eyes darting around the lot. He grabbed her arm and led her to the front door of the station.
The building appeared intact. He unlocked the door, pulled the girl inside, and then locked it behind them.
“This way,” he said.
He led her down the corridor toward the jail cell. For a second, he envisioned Frank’s body inside, still covered in the blue blanket. The cell had since been cleaned, but he could make out a small red stain underneath the bench, and he grimaced. He unlocked the door and pulled it open, its hinges groaning in protest.
“Inside.”
The girl looked at him and began to cry.
“I don’t want to go in there, Howard.”
She looked up at him, her face streaked with tears. He relaxed his grip on her arm, and then felt her slip through his fingers. She started to run for the door.
Howard lunged after her, catching hold of her shirt and pulling her backwards. She flailed in his arms, screaming. He threw her into the cell and locked the door, and then headed for the corridor.
Then he took out his cellphone.
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DAN TURNED OFF HIS LIGHTS as he pulled into the police station. He was still reeling from what he had heard. Mickey’s voice played over and over in his head.
“Don’t trust him, Dan.”
He had tried calling the officer back several times, but the call had gone to voicemail. What had Mickey meant? In the midst of what was going on, the cryptic warning sent a shiver of fear through Dan’s body. Howard had been his closest friend on the force for five years. What ill intent could he possibly have?
At the same time, he also felt a sense of relief. From the sounds of it, his daughter was alive. He just needed to get to her as soon as possible.
A single cruiser sat in the police station lot. Dan eyed the license plate, confirming that it was Howard’s. He parked his car and shut off the engine. The lights were on in the station, but the painted glass windows blocked his view of the inside. As he stepped outside the vehicle, he remembered there were cameras in the parking lot. He hoped the senior officer wasn’t watching them.
He felt for his gun, which was still in its holster. Without bullets, it would be next to useless in the event of an attack.
Dan withdrew the weapon anyway and crept across the open parking lot. He stopped briefly at Howard’s cruiser, peering inside. A few bottles of water and some wrappers lay on the passenger seat. To his surprise, the doors were unlocked, as if Howard had been in a hurry.  He opened the door and looked inside.  Between the seats was a police baton.  Better than nothing, he thought to himself.  He gently closed the door.
He crossed the rest of the lot to the front door and tugged at the handle. It was locked. He inserted his key and opened the station. Once inside, he scanned the parking lot for the creatures, and then locked the door behind him.
The front corridor was empty. To his left was the door to the locker room. To his right, he saw the door to the main office. There were two other doors— one to the supply room and one to the janitor’s closet. The entrance to the jail cell was at the opposite end. He heard voices now. One of them grew louder as he approached.
“Howard, please let me out!”
It was Quinn. Had Howard locked her in the jail cell?
Dan began to shake. He felt the urge to dart down the hall, throw open the door at the end, and help her. But he needed to be cautious. Their lives depended on it.
His mind raced. How could Howard have turned on him? The man had stood by his side for years, had always proved himself to be a trustworthy ally. Hell, he’d even eaten meals with Dan’s family, had given his daughter gifts for her birthday. Was he infected like the rest of them? Why else would he do this?
The thought made him sick.
Dan heard movement now, from behind the door up ahead. It sounded like someone was getting ready to exit. He hugged the left side of the corridor, and then ducked into the locker room, gripping the baton to his chest.
He heard the door creak open in the corridor, and then footsteps echoing off the walls.
“Howard, please! Don’t leave me in here!” Quinn yelled.
The door slammed shut. Dan held his breath, listening to the man approach. The senior officer couldn’t be more than ten feet away, on the other side of the locker room wall. Dan pressed his cheek against a row of lockers, the metal cold against his cheek.
The footsteps ceased. The echoes tapered off, and the station fell silent.
Had he been spotted on the cameras? Was Howard aware that he was in the station—maybe even aware of his location in the locker room?
Inside the lockers, just inches away, were spare weapons, as well as ammunition. He could make a move for them, but the senior officer would be on him before he could use the keys. Silence permeated the station, and he felt his heart thudding in his chest.
Something vibrated in his pocket, and then Dan’s cellphone began to ring.
Shit, he thought.
The tone echoed through the locker room and beyond, betraying any cover he may have had. He slipped the phone out of his pocket, hitting the silent button and looking at the faceplate.
It was Howard placing the call.
The footsteps in the hallway resumed, this time headed right for the locker room.

“Dan?” Howard’s voice echoed from the hallway.
Dan had slipped to the end of the lockers to the right of the entrance, wedging himself between the shelf and the wall. Howard had entered the doorway, and was now only ten feet away. Dan heard the sound of fabric creasing as the officer bent down to pick something up off the ground. He must have found my cellphone, he thought. It was a last resort. Perhaps if the officer found the phone, he’d think it had been left there.
“I know you’re in here, Dan.”
No such luck.
Dan tightened his grip on the baton, holding the base in the crook of his elbow, clinging desperately to the smooth black handle. He looked across the room. A single stall and a urinal were in the corner opposite him. Next to them was a small shower, the curtain drawn. A single wooden bench stood in the middle of the room. There were only a few places for the senior officer to check. Soon after Howard stepped into the room, Dan’s hiding place would be revealed.
“I don’t have time for this shit,” Howard yelled. He hit the side of the lockers, rattling the contents, sending vibrations through to the other end and into Dan’s cheek. “I tried to do you a favor, Dan, you know? For old time’s sake.”
Dan clenched his teeth, felt his body tighten. The senior officer took a few steps forward. He was in the room now.
“I even found your ungrateful daughter.”
Dan had had enough.
He leapt from his hiding spot toward the senior officer, swinging the baton sideways with all of his might. Howard turned in anticipation, blocking the blow with his left forearm, and then countered with a blow from his right fist. The punch connected with Dan’s ribcage, and he sprawled to the floor next to the wooden bench. He rolled underneath it to the other side, shards of pain running up his side like glass.
Howard grabbed at the underside of the bench, lifting it upwards and into the air. It collapsed on its side, striking Dan on the way down. The officer’s biceps rippled under his shirt, his face twisted in anger.
“Am I going to have to kill you myself?” he asked.
Dan glared at him from the floor, still clutching the baton. His back was pressed against the lockers, and pain shot through his body. Howard took a step towards him, straddling the overturned bench.
“Why are you doing this?” Dan wheezed.
“You’ve done this to yourselves! Every last one of you!” the senior officer screamed. “You deserve it!”
“You’re not making sense.  What is it that we’ve done?”
Howard grunted, and then reached down to grab him. Dan swung the baton forward, connecting with the senior officer’s knee. Howard cried out in pain, doubling over as his leg caved inwards.
“Motherfucker!”
Dan forced himself to stand, heading around the bench and towards the exit. He could hear Quinn screaming his name from down the hall.
“I’m coming!” he shouted.
He limped ahead, approaching the doorway. Behind him, Howard yelled in pain. Dan was at the doorway now, and he reached behind him to pull the door shut. I just might make it out of this alive, he thought. 
The door started to swing closed, then stopped with a dull thud as it struck something behind him. Shit.
A pair of hands grabbed Dan’s shoulders, whipping him around and throwing him across the room. Dan landed on his knees, facing the shower. Howard was behind him now, pulling the curtain open and forcing his head inside. He heard the officer hit the lever, heard the brief pause of water traveling through the pipe, and then felt cold water cascading out of the showerhead and onto his face.
Dan gasped for breath, liquid running up his nose and down his windpipe. Howard pushed him in further, grinding his face against the cement floor and drain, and the water started to puddle. He closed his eyes and pictured Julie’s face smiling down at him. Her lips were a soft pink, her eyes a radiant blue. 
Is this how I’m going to die?
He struggled for what seemed like an eternity, arms flailing backwards, striking at Howard’s legs. The man was twice the size that he was. He was hopelessly outmatched. In the background, over the roar of the water, a noise drew him back from the depths. His daughter was still yelling his name.
Dan pictured Quinn on her own, fighting off a slew of the creatures—succumbing to a fate worse than his own. He felt his eyes well up and tear, mixing with the water that would soon drown him, and he propelled his arms backward one last time.
Without warning, Howard’s hands retracted and he was free. Dan rolled to the side, out of the shower, and began to spit and cough. His hair was matted across his face, his vision blurry. He wiped the water from his eyes, trying to ascertain what had happened. 
Why did he let me go?
Three large shapes stood in the room. Dan squinted, discerning Howard’s figure among them. The other two shapes were grabbing at the senior officer, and the man had begun to scream.
Dan slid along the back wall, his vision returning. 
Attacking Howard were two of the creatures.
The things tore at Howard’s chest, ripping off shreds of shirt and skin. The officer was bleeding from a wound in his back, and his face was a mess of blood and fear.
Dan began to run—past the creatures, past his former friend, out the door. The things paused as he flew by, but neither made a grab for him. Apparently, Howard was keeping them occupied.
He slammed the locker room door shut and held the knob. From inside, he heard the senior officer shrieking in pain.
Dan reached for his keys, fumbling for the one that fit the locker room door. When he found it, he inserted it into the keyhole, just as the knob started to turn.
“Dan!” a voice hissed through the door.
He stared for a moment. Howard must have somehow made it across the room, making one last play for the exit. Dan clutched the knob, listening to the sound of nails clawing at the door. He wondered briefly if the fingers belonged to the officer, or the creatures—or both. 
From down the hall, his daughter was yelling his name.
Dan let go of the doorknob and started down the corridor towards the jail cell, leaving the door locked behind him.

Howard felt searing pain hit his abdomen, and then his vision began to blur. He struggled to stay on his feet, but the creatures pulled him down to the floor.
This isn’t supposed to happen, he screamed inside. I’m supposed to survive.
He replayed the last few minutes in his mind, trying to figure out where it had all gone wrong. The creatures had come at him from the main office down the hall. He’d heard a crash—had seen them break through the door.
But I secured this building myself! Dan would have come in through the front entrance—not the office. This place was sealed tight!
One of the things began gouge into his throat, and he gasped for air.
How the fuck had they gotten in? Did someone let them inside?
Howard struggled to break free, but the creatures had him locked in their grip. His stomach felt hot and wet. He looked down in horror to find it had been ripped open. His intestines started to spill from his gut, and he collapsed to the ground. He felt his strength start to fade.
The Agent leaders, he thought. Would they have betrayed me? They’d told him to return to the station. They’d known he would be here.
His memory flitted back to one of his first conversations with them, almost six years ago. The words came slowly, and he fought to remember through the pain.
“Each one of you has a purpose. To ensure that the plan is successful, you must do what is instructed of you. Nothing more.”
Maybe his purpose had been served.
He felt his phone buzz in his pocket. They must be calling him now—checking in on him. Making sure I’m dead…
The warm feeling in his stomach started to grow cold, and Howard felt his consciousness start to slip. How could they do this to me?
“I did everything you asked,” he whispered.
The creatures looked up at him, their eyes rabid, and then continued to tear him apart.
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THREE DAYS HAD PASSED SINCE Julie’s death.
Quinn lay curled up in a ball at Dan’s feet. Although the house had two bedrooms, she refused to sleep in them. She’d insisted on sleeping on the living room floor, in the center of the house, just a few feet from her father.
Dan smiled grimly at her, watching her chest rise and fall. In the distance, he heard a long scream—whether it was from a human or one of the creatures, he wasn’t sure. He stared across the room, to a pile of guns and ammunition that he had raided from the police station. It was nighttime, and he didn’t dare go outside to investigate. Even in the daytime, such firepower did little to quell his nerves.
It had been Quinn’s suggestion to stay here—and in hindsight, a damn good one.
Howard’s home was equipped with steel doors on either side. Each had a quarter-inch metal bar that fit snugly into threaded supports along the frame. The windows contained thick metal borders, and each was made of bulletproof glass. The officer had stockpiled food throughout the house. The second bedroom contained three shelves full of dry goods, and the basement contained several freezers and refrigerators. The man had been prepared for what happened.
Since arriving, Dan had rummaged through the whole house, searching for clues as to what was happening. In the process, he had uncovered several garbage bags full of unused groceries in the trashcan out back. He had quickly identified a pattern.
All the new food had been purchased in the last two weeks. Everything else had been discarded.
Whatever was happening to St. Matthews seemed to be connected to the food and water supply. So far, Dan and Quinn hadn’t been affected, but he wondered if it was a matter of time.
After their arrival, Dan had ventured outside three times, but close calls with the creatures had sent him back into the house in a hurry. He hadn’t seen any signs of other survivors. The power was still on, but he wasn’t sure how long it would last.
He had warned Quinn to stay away from the windows. In fact, they had kept the blinds closed throughout the house to avoid being seen by the creatures. A few times, they had watched some of the things hunting around the neighborhood, creeping in corners and sliding along walls. Dan had located a pair of binoculars in one of the drawers, and he studied the creature’s movements with growing dread. If they had been infected with some disease, they showed no signs of slowing down.
Dan stood up from the couch, tiptoeing past his sleeping daughter, and parted the living room blinds. The night was still. There were only a few other houses on the street, and their lights remained off. He hadn’t seen a hint of movement inside them for the past few days. He felt a pang of guilt that he hadn’t checked all of them, but he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving his daughter alone. He had already lost her once.
Dan thought back to what Quinn had told him— about the text message she had seen on Howard’s phone.
Every last one must go.
Somewhere, others knew what was coming, as well. They had planned this. The thought made him sick to his stomach.  Dan heard his daughter stir from behind him. He let go of the blinds and returned to her side.

Breakfast was jelly on bread, untoasted, and a bowl of Cheerios in milk. Dan had been avoiding the oven and the toaster, afraid that the smells might draw the attention of the creatures. The milk in Howard’s fridge hadn’t yet expired. It made sense to use it up. They had enough food in the house to last for a while, but he knew they couldn’t stay there forever.
Sooner or later, they’d need to make their escape.
Howard didn’t have a phone in the house. On his few journeys out, Dan had tried to call for help—using both landlines and his cellphone. Not a single call had gone through. It was as if the whole world was dead. Try as he might, he was unable to push the awful thought from his mind.
Quinn sat across from him at the kitchen table, her mouth full of Cheerios. For a split second, Dan felt a sense of normalcy, as if today could have been any other day, as if she would soon head off to school and he to work.
“Are we going to put more food in the car, Daddy?”
“Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” he said.
Over the past few days, they had been transferring food from Howard’s house to the Outback. Dan wanted to stock it up in case they had to leave suddenly. Each time, he had filled a small cooler—enough to carry with one hand, but not enough to prevent him from carrying his gun in the other—and moved its contents into the vehicle. Quinn would keep watch out the windows, the door locked behind her, until he returned.
So far, they hadn’t run into any trouble, but Dan knew that their luck could change at any minute. Which was why they needed to leave St. Matthews. It wasn’t safe here. He held out hope that somewhere beyond the White Mountains, things were better. That he could provide safety for his daughter.
That he could come to terms with his wife’s death.
In the chaos and insanity, Dan hadn’t had time to accept the reality of Julie’s passing. Hell—he hadn’t even been given a chance to grieve. There had been little discussion of returning home. It wasn’t safe, and he didn’t want Quinn to see her mother’s body. The girl had been through enough.
Quinn gulped down the last bite of her Cheerios, and tilted the bowl to drink the milk from the bottom. At home, Julie would have told her to mind her manners. Now, Dan let out a guarded smile.
“Good to the last drop, huh?”
She nodded. Quinn stood, bowl in hand, and headed towards the sink. She rinsed the bowl quietly and then placed it on the counter. The spoon fell from her grip, and pinged off the basin below.
“Shhhh…” he warned.
“I know, Daddy,” she returned.
She reached over to the window above the sink and parted the blinds.
“I wish we could go outside,” she said. “It seems like such a beautiful day.”
A ray of sunshine cleared the countertop and hit the floor. Dan followed it back up to the window, still smiling.
He bolted upright in his chair.
One of the creatures was pressing its face against the pane, eyes glazed and overcast. It rapped at the glass with its knuckles, feeling for a way in. Quinn stifled a scream.
They had been discovered.

Dan made a run for the living room to the pile of weapons. He grabbed a pistol, and then dashed for the front blinds. He peered outside, looking for signs of movement. The road was empty, the houses across the street undisturbed. The Outback sat in the driveway. There was no sign of the thing from the backyard.
But he was sure it would make its way around eventually.
Quinn stood behind him, holding the back of his shirt.
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she whispered.
“It’s not your fault, Quinn,” he said.
And he meant it. None of it was. Not one single thing.
“Get the cooler ready. Pack it as full as you can,” he instructed. “And bring it back to the living room. Stay clear of the blinds.”
She nodded and started upstairs. Dan followed the windows one by one to the back of the house, scanning for the intruder. He finally found it, hovering by the side of the house. It looked up at him through the glass, seeming to sense his presence. Its teeth were caked with yellow and red, its skin a dull gray. It reached up towards him and groped at the window. He dropped the blinds.  With only one creature outside, they should still be safe.  They’d wait it out until the thing lost interest.  It shouldn’t be able to get inside.
He heard a bang from upstairs.
“Are you all right up there?” he called.
“Yes, Dad. I’m almost done.”
He made his way back to the living room. A black tote bag lay on the floor next to the weapons. He began to fill it with as much as he could carry: ammunition, guns, and batons, as well as a bulletproof vest. When he finished, he lifted the bag and deposited it near the front door. It was best to be prepared.  He returned to the windows.
This time Dan did a double take. A horde of creatures was making its way down the road, headed in their direction. Arms and legs swayed back and forth, heads bobbed, and limbs tangled as they moved in one mass. Although he was unable to count them all, he guessed there were at least twenty of the things.
He sucked in a breath, envisioning their lives in the days to come.  They could hide in the house for while, living off the food that Howard had left.  Wait for help to arrive.  But what if the creatures kept coming, and what if they found a way in?  And more importantly, what if no help came?  Try as he might, Dan couldn’t help but envision the house as their tomb.  
He couldn’t allow that to happen.
He needed to get his daughter to safety, no matter what it took.  This might be their last chance at escape.
“Quinn, it’s time!” he yelled, trying his best to sound calm.
“Coming!”
She bounded down the stairs, the cooler swinging in front of her.
“What are you looking at? What do you see, Dad?” she asked, inching closer.
“Listen, Quinn. I’m going to need your help here. We need to move fast,” he began. She started to shake. He locked eyes with her. “When I open this door, I need you to get to the car and get inside. Don’t look around—just lock the doors. I’ll be right behind you.”
“Dad, I’m scared!”
“We’re going to get out of here, and we’re going to get help,” he assured her.
She clung on to his shirt, crying now. His heart felt like a stone in his chest. She looked into his eyes and nodded. Dan moved towards the front door, carrying the tote bag. He lifted the metal rod from the holders and unlocked it. Through the screen, he could see the swarm of creatures getting closer.
“Oh my God…” Quinn whispered.
“Don’t look. When I open the door, run straight to the car.”
He handed her the key, and gave her one last look before pushing open the screen door. His daughter took off in front of him, and he prayed that he had made the right decision in leaving. He threw the tote bag into the front yard, and retrieved the pistol from the floor. He then slammed the door shut behind him and stepped outside.
Quinn was almost at the car already, her legs pumping against the walkway. She carried the cooler in front of her. She was at the passenger’s side door now, unlocking the vehicle. The creatures broke into a run, fanning out across the street. Dan grabbed the weapons bag and began to sprint. Adrenaline coursed through his arms, and he held the pistol sideways at the approaching mob.
The tote bag tangled in something, and he stopped short, losing his grip on it. He glanced behind him. The creature from the backyard had snagged it, and the thing dove into him, clawing at his leg and pulling him onto the grass. Dan yelled in surprise, and the gun flew from his hands.
“Daddy!”
Quinn had opened the car door, but instead of getting inside, she stood next to it and yelled his name.
“Get in and lock the doors!” he cried out.
The creature locked its grip on his pants, and he felt nails dig into his skin.  He kicked backwards at it. He was pinned. Quinn got back in the car and shut the door behind her.
Footsteps hit the grass around him. The others had entered the property, and he heard them groaning in unison. He pushed up from the ground, trying to shake the thing loose. The creature clung on to his back, unrelenting.
The car horn sounded.
Dan looked to his left. A few of the creatures started to move towards the vehicle.
“Quinn—no!  Don’t draw their attention!”
He wrenched his back to the side, and the creature began to loosen its grasp. He swung an elbow backwards, felt the crunch of bone behind him as it connected with the thing’s face. Suddenly he was free. 
Dan regained his footing and stumbled toward the car. Several other creatures lunged in his direction, but he weaved from side to side, dodging them.
Finally he reached the driver’s side door. Quinn had stopped hitting the horn, and she threw open the door to allow him access.  He jumped inside.
Quinn had already started the engine. Dan threw the vehicle into reverse and careened out of the driveway, the car door still swinging open behind him.
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DAN MANEUVERED THE OUTBACK THROUGH St. Matthews, the streets lifeless and empty. Even in the daylight, porch lights still burned in front of some of the houses. Doors were left open; windows were smashed. Quinn sat upright in the passenger seat next to him biting her nails.
They passed by a carcass on the side of the road. A few birds picked at the remains, and then scattered at the sight of the approaching car. Farther ahead, a creature emerged from a driveway, holding a fistful of hair. Quinn stared, unable to look away.
“Close your eyes,” he said, knowing she wouldn’t.
Dan continued driving toward the outskirts of town. The houses grew more infrequent. He looked down at the gas gauge, which showed that the tank was half empty. They would need more than that to have a fighting chance. There was a gas station about a mile up the road—the last one in town before heading into the White Mountains.
He saw it now, up ahead, and he pulled into the parking lot next to the pumps, hoping they were still operational. He grabbed the pistol from his holster—the only weapon he’d managed to salvage—and left the car running.
The gas station was deserted. The front windows had been smashed, and items of food and clothing were strewn across the front entrance. Dan scanned in all directions, finding nothing. He opened the car door, gripping the weapon, and popped the gas tank.
The pumps appeared functional—their lights indicated the price of gas, and options for payment. Dan pulled his wallet out and removed his debit card. He chuckled slightly. Even at the end of existence, the oil companies were still making out like bandits. He contemplated going inside to search for supplies, but decided against it. He had risked enough. They needed to get as far away from St. Matthews as possible.
Dan topped off the tank, and then opened the trunk, where he kept a gas can. He filled it to the top, replaced the spout cap and put it back in the vehicle. He got back into the car and locked the door.
“Dad?”
“Yes, honey?”
“Where are we going to go?”
“Away from here. Things will be better once we get out of town,” he said.
“Do you promise?” Quinn looked at him, her eyes wide.
“I promise.”
Dan pulled out from the gas station and into the road. Up ahead, Route 191 wound up into the mountains, providing a bridge to the outside world. He hit the gas and felt the car accelerate, and then rolled his window down, letting in the fresh morning air.
They have to get better, he told himself. They sure as hell couldn’t get any worse.
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ARTIFICIAL EVIL by Colin F. Barnes

Foreword
 
Like many authors, I was inspired to write dystopian fiction after reading 1984. As a young reader that book blew my mind. And scared me to a degree. Could the world really be like that? How could it come to be? How could it be avoided? Similarly, I had those same questions after reading Ray Bradbury’s classic work, Fahrenheit 451. Both of those books addressed the issue of freedom of thought, speech, and expression. 
 
To my mind, a good dystopian story works as both a warning and an inspiration. The two books mentioned have acted like touchstones for a number of generations. They enable us to view our own cultural progression, or regression, with a comparative eye: how close are we to those terrible futures? By examining our world through dystopian fiction, we enable positive thought and, hopefully, the inspiration to move forwards in a better way. 
 
I took that central idea and explored it with the theme of humanity and artificial intelligence. At what point do we stop being human? What happens when your humanity is taken away from you? What will the singularity mean when man and machine collide?  Read Artificial Evil (and other novels in The Techxorcist series) to find out. Thank you. I hope you enjoy the ride. 
 



Chapter 1
 
City Earth, Northern Mongolia
 
In 2153 the lottery didn’t just change lives; it ended them. And Gerry Cardle’s numbers were up.
Saturday morning and Gerry should have been at home with his family. Instead, in a mood that cast its own shadow, he walked through the ten-meter-high archway to Cemprom, the largest company in City Earth.
Being at work at the weekend never seemed right. It still had a low-level hum of productivity as hundreds of drone-men and women rode glass escalators and busied themselves with etiquette, but the ferocious capitalism of a weekday was stymied by the ephemeral qualities of a Saturday. They weren’t really trying. It was as if the day on the calendar signalled a different mind-set. Gave them a reason to divert from their usual routine, albeit in minuscule ways. One couldn’t divert too far from routine in City Earth.
The calmness appealed to him. He tried to cling to it in a vain attempt at quelling the anxiety that slithered through his nerve centre.
He approached the reception desk as usual. His suit neatly pressed by his wife, a fabric bangle around his left wrist that Marcy, his youngest daughter, made for him. Only today he was on edge. Those damned Death Lottery numbers haunted him. He shouldn’t be a winner. It was impossible.
They were waiting for him in his inbox earlier that morning, flashing away in his internal mind-interface as if they were mocking him. The term ‘winner’ held a cruel irony that he could never get over. Still, it was just a mistake. It’d get fixed. He knew there would be some logical explanation. He just had to see his boss and sort it all out.
It wasn’t right that someone like Gerry, one of the first on the exemption list, should be eligible for the D-Lottery. It must be something simple like a glitch or a bug in the system. That thought, however, was of little consolation. Gerry was the architect of the algorithm that was used to determine the ‘winners’ after all. If there was something wrong with the system, it was his responsibility.
How a bug could have got into the system he couldn’t know. Only yesterday he and his colleagues performed a maintenance procedure on the City Earth’s network. It was clean.
Maybe the glitch was hidden? Someone fiddling with parts of the system on the inside. But who?
Probably Jasper. A snot-nosed, privileged automaton sent down from The Family to report on efficiency and morale, which was redundant. Like anyone displayed anything other than perfect satisfaction. The Family provided a system to cater for every whim and desire after all. His Artificial Intelligent Assistant dutifully noted the sarcasm. No doubt he would be receiving an internal psyche report later that evening. He’d just take the report and make a virtual paper plane out of it and throw it into the trash bin where the AIA could choke on the misfiling.
Approaching the security desk, Gerry swiped his right wrist over a small red box. Inside, a laser scanner interfaced with his ID wrist-chip and the identification routine of his AIA to generate a unique security code. Without looking at Gerry, the barely interested receptionist dictated the resulting random number to the computer.
The computer bleeped twice.
“I’m sorry, sir. You don’t have access.”
Gerry was already making his way past the desk with his hand out for the gate when he stopped and turned. He thought he’d misheard. He’d been through this gate hundreds of times. He looked at the receptionist, tried to tell if he was being played for a fool.
The receptionist simply pointed to the red flashing warning on the holoscreen.
“Sir, you don’t have sufficient clearance. Please exit the building.”
The AIA must have registered Gerry’s D-Lottery status with the network already.
Gerry shook his head. Surely it had to be some kind of joke? He fully expected to see Jasper, or even his boss, giggling away in some corner. But the entrance area was empty apart from the well-groomed young man behind the desk. He sat bolt upright with perfect posture, black hair greased back in a slick, modern style. He arched a plucked eyebrow expectantly, as though he were something important. All privilege, all class, but no skill or talent, just your typical City Earth oxygen thief—which made matters worse when oxygen was a managed resource.
“Steven, isn’t it?” Gerry said. “You went to school with my eldest daughter, Caitlyn. Surely you recognise me?”
“Your ID does not have the appropriate clearance,” he replied, still not engaging.
“Please. Just try again?” Gerry tugged at the bangle on his wrist, tapped his foot on the floor. Anything to remain calm, pleasant. He had to give the benefit of the doubt. The kid was just doing his job… tap, tap, tap.
Steven’s tone dropped an octave. “Sir—”
“Just do it!” Gerry demanded, feeling the heat of frustration seep out of the pores on his neck and face.
Steven snorted, but tried again, “Security check: four-oh-one-three-seven-nine.”
The computer beeped twice.
“Dammit, there’s gotta be a mistake. Call Mike Welling. He’ll vouch for me.”
“That’s against protocol, sir.”
“Look at me. You’ve seen me come through these gates every day for the past month. I’ve worked here for over a decade. I realise your job’s not to take note or pay attention, but do you think you could stop being a massive problem for just one minute and help sort this out?”
Steven turned his head like a petulant owl and spoke into his mic. “Security, please escort the guest at Gate One. He’s become violent.”
“Violent?” Gerry’s head throbbed like it was about to burst. The pounding of blood through veins and vessels thundered inside his skull. “You ain’t seen violence, kid. Hell! You don’t see anything unless it’s on that damn screen.”
“This episode is being recorded for criminal charges, sir.”
“Call me sir one more time…”
Gerry was about to scream when he saw two security women walk down the narrow corridor to the right of the reception desk. Their expressions were stern. Jaws set and eyes focused. Gerry’s heart pounded in sync with the rhythm of their loud steps as their heavy boots clattered the Polymar™ floor.
One of the women wore her blonde hair in a bob cut. Her blue, augmented-reality eyes extended a couple of millimetres as she scanned Gerry. “You need to leave now, sir. Thanks for visiting Cemprom.”
“Ladies, it’s me, Gerry. I work here with Mike and his crew. Why can’t you lot understand that?”
“Company protocol is D-Lottery protocol—”
“Check my employee stamp. Why would I have this if I didn’t work here? I’m exempt!”
Gerry held out his DigiCard, which contained his security credentials, to the blue-eyed security officer.
She glimpsed at the glossy black card but didn’t take it. She wasn’t interested in listening to his plight. Unimpressed, she said, “D-Lottery winners are banned from this building.”
“Yes, I know that. That’s why I’m here on my day off. Don’t you listen? What’s wrong with you all?”
The other guard, with her small dark eyes, probably an ex-military spec, removed her stun-baton from her belt and took a step closer, shrouding Gerry entirely within her shadow.
Gerry snatched back his hand and balled it into a fist. Not through any attempt at violence, but because the shakes had started. Tiny rumbles travelled across his nerve endings, making him grip his hands tight. That was the first sign of his death date being registered. His ID chip was connecting and communicating with City Earth’s network.
His voice transferred the rumble as he spoke. “Please. Just call Mike Welling. He’ll sort this out.” Gerry stepped forward, pleading to be understood.
Too close. Too stupid. Every muscle in his body contracted—and stayed that way.
The floor rushed towards his face. His nose splattered apart on the Polymar™ sidewalk like a crushed cockroach. The electrical current from the stun-baton fried his nervous system knocking him unconscious.



Chapter 2
 
Gerry groaned as he rolled on to his back. There was something in the air—alcohol? Couldn’t be, it had never been available to the general public. Medical only. Was he in a hospital?
Something burned into the lacerations covering his nose. It had the effect of kick-starting his brain and motor functions. His hands and legs twitched.
Something hard and pointed kicked into his ribs, and a rough series of grunts hovered next to his ear. Then a man’s voice… odd accent. Certainly not anything Gerry had heard before. It had a strange musical quality to it. The vowels extended, overplayed with a slight patois underlying the dialogue.
“Get up, man. You’ll be impounded if ya don’t move on.”
Stale urine battled with the alcohol in Gerry’s damaged olfactory system.
He tried to open his eyes. Resistance. He raised his hands, thankfully not closed into fists, and forced the lids open. There was something thick and warm on his fingers: blood.
Dull grey light entered his vision. That was the only kind of light that filtered down to street level through the protective dome. Too dangerous to allow the sun to shine directly, The Family said. The Cataclysm ended hope of living in the open air anymore. Not that Gerry was old enough to know a time before the Dome—before City Earth. At thirty-five, Gerry was one of the first of Future Babies: the first generation of children to be born entirely inside City Earth. He’d live to a thousand, they said. Just do as you’re told, eat what you’re given, drink what you’re given, and listen to your AIA.
Some days Gerry wondered whether his parents weren’t better off as pre-City Earth survivors. Though they’d died before they hit fifty, they’d still known what it was like before the Dome—before the control.
He blinked, clearing away the crusted blood.
He twitched his right eyeball side to side. It felt like it was submerged in treacle. The welt just above his eye from the stun-baton itched and throbbed.
Through this distorted vision, Gerry saw the shape of a man hunched over him. This person held a bottle of home-brew in his fingerless gloved hand and wore a large-brimmed hat. Gerry exhaled a deep sigh. The only people who wore those kinds of hats were priests.
“Heugghhh,” Gerry said. His throat was dry and uncooperative.
“Chill, man. Y’ain’t gonna talk for a while. Relax, just listen.”
The man leaned further into Gerry’s red-cloaked vision and smiled. Dreadlocks swayed in front of his scarred face.
“Who…”
“Ya’ve been poezest by a devil, Gerry Cardle. But I’m gonna get it outta ya.”
Gerry tried to speak, form questions, but his throat clutched tight. His entire body bound by what seemed like a magnetic force. His muscles vibrated with fatigue, making his movements slow, painful.
The sound of a voice projected through his mind-interface interrupted his thoughts. It was Mary Magdalene: the name he gave his AIA. Mags for short.
“Good morning, Gerry. Congratulations, you’re a D-Lottery winner. Your time starts now. Please ensure your personal affairs are in order and that your Last Will and Testament are filed with the City Earth Council and The Family. You’ll soon receive information on funeral rates, and a counsellor will be in touch with your next of kin to finalise your arrangements. Please enjoy your last week with us. Your sacrifice is appreciated by us all.”
A week left. Seven damned days. Gerry sighed. This couldn’t be happening. Shouldn’t be happening.
A searing wet sensation burst across his nose making him yelp. He swiped his left arm across his chest, knocking away the gloved hand of the dread-locked pseudo-priest.
A bottle smashed onto the street.
“Ya crazy fool!” Dreads said, reaching for the bottle.
Gerry’s vocal cords relaxed as he shouted. “Leave me the hell alone. Get out of here!” Energy flowed through his muscles again. His heart beat harder, pumping blood around his beaten body. He tried to get up from the gutter, but before he could stand, a gloved hand gripped his shoulder, holding him in place.
“That was ‘Stem, man. It’ll help ya. You understand? Ya’re poezest and need my help.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I see it in ya code, man.”
“See what? Who are you?”
“I’m ya new best friend. And I see a devil crawling through ya internal networks, switching bits, parsing code, and poking your AIA. Call me Gabe, short for Gabriel.”
The man took a step back, brushed down his duster jacket, and bowed theatrically so that his dreadlocks flopped down covering his face.
It dawned on Gerry in an instant. This was no priest. He noticed the triangular dots of scar tissue on his neck and the embedded chromed pin sockets in his temples. Even those mad staring eyes gave it away: hacker, burned-out, crazy hacker. He’d obviously lost his mind—got too deep into code, lost touch with reality. But how did he know about his D-Lottery numbers? Gerry had only found out himself earlier that morning.
Gerry noticed something odd: his dermal wrist implant was now flashing. Embedded into its flat square fascia was a tiny red dot the size of a pinhead. A thin concentric circle of blood surrounded the dot: a sign of a security breach.
“You’ve hacked me?”
“I had to see what’s inside ya. And trust me. Ya code is in bad shape, man.”
“I… what… you…” Gerry couldn’t find the words. He’d been violated, his internal systems poked at. So wrong, so… unnatural. The consequences were unimaginable.
Gerry struck out a fist, but Gabe caught his feeble attempt.
“Relax, man. Just come with me and I’ll explain everything. We ain’t gotta lot of time. Security’ll be sweeping any minute.”
Gerry shrugged his hand away and promptly wobbled side to side, still dazed from the stun-baton. He tried to fling out a fist or a foot, anything to strike Gabe, but the exertion was too much. He leaned over and vomited.
With his head down he started to pitch forward as the dizziness overwhelmed him.
Gabe caught him, pulled him upright.
Giving in, Gerry allowed himself to be led away. At the very least he could wait until there was somewhere to rest and then figure it all out. It was still morning. The street was deserted. Tall buildings freshly cleaned and devoid of dirt or any signs of industry lined each side. They seemed to loom inwards almost accusingly. Everywhere was just so perfect and Gerry had spoiled the place. A pang of guilt welled up in his stomach when he looked at the ugly patch of liquids on the floor. He hated littering. It never took much effort to look after one’s surroundings. Vomiting one’s breakfast to the floor was not the behaviour of a good citizen.
Behind the guilt something gnawed at him: regret. He’d left too much of himself behind, too much DNA.
“Where are you taking me?”
“Just chill, man. We’re gonna fix ya right up. We’re gonna exorcise ya.”
Gerry had no clue what he was getting into. He had no strength to protest. Besides, a security patrol vehicle had made its way up the road. A grey and blue box—the colours of City Earth’s security force, two square metres in size, hovered with a low whine, powered by a hydrogen fuel cell and vertical take-off and lift, VTOL, engine. A series of LEDs flashed red and blue along its side. It stopped, and a small floodlight illuminated the scene of the broken bottle and puddle of puke. A robotic arm with a swab on the end took a sample. His DNA would now be registered as a criminal. No jury needed. Bang to rights.
It was the least of his concerns. The D-Lottery would kill him within a week anyway.
Gabe dragged him down the street and round the corner.
Gerry lost his bearings after a few short minutes. These unfamiliar streets seemed more foreboding and darker than his upper class district, but then Gerry rarely ventured into the communal zones. Had no reason too, either, being one of the Cemprom’s most gifted algorithm designers. Only the top echelons for him. He’d no choice now though. Had to get word to his family, find Mike, and sort out this D-Lottery nonsense. The consequences of a compromised algorithm were beyond anything he’d contemplated before. City Earth’s systems and networks were rock solid. Impenetrable. Until now.
“Ya’ve got some bad mojo in ya, man,” Gabe said.
“Yeah? No shit.”
 
***
 
Gerry’s escort stopped him in front of a rough wooden door, waved his hand over the lock. It chirped, and a small clunk sounded. The door swung open, casting a wide beam of golden light onto the dull street. A pair of brass-rimmed goggles with darkened lenses appeared in the gap. They gave the fragile girl wearing them the countenance of a nervous lemur. She wore her hair in a bright pink Mohican with complicated, almost filigree style tattoos on the side of her head.
“Petal, I found him,” Gabe said.
The goggled girl checked both sides of the street and then stood aside to let them enter.
She was young and twitchy in her synthetic leather trousers and a fitted faux biker jacket. Her lips were tattooed bright purple. It always amazed Gerry how these young girls could put up with the pain. There were few counter-cultures in City Earth. Most were tame as the citizens wouldn’t, or didn’t want to, rebel against the norm. It mostly extended to a slightly different hair style or basic modifications to clothes.
He’d never seen a girl like this before. She screamed rebellion, danger. He was quickly getting out of his comfort zone. As he passed her she cocked her head to one side, assessing him. He wondered what was behind the goggles. The thought intrigued and scared him in equal measure. Without seeing her eyes it was difficult to read her intentions. What was she thinking? What did she think about him?
“Go through to the back, Gez,” she said quietly. “Don’t touch a thing.”
Her voice almost sung to him such was the lightness. The vowels had a slight rough edge to them, making her sound alien to him. It didn’t have the clear pseudo-english accent that everyone within the Dome had. Where did she, and Gabe, come from? He’d never met anyone within the City who spoke so differently, which brought up a series of questions that he didn’t, or couldn’t dwell on.
Inside, the room was far grander than what Gerry had expected from the grim aspect of the exterior. Panelled wood, probably mahogany, lined the walls. Expensive. Wood was so rare, and to use it as wall decoration was so—the words escaped him.
“Careless? Vulgar?” she asked him.
“Wait, you can read my mind?”
“Nah, you’re on the network. Your AIA’s freaking out, spraying like a panicked skunk. Don’t worry. It’s secure here.” Her goggles switched from opaque to clear, revealing glossy black eyes, reflecting Gerry’s face like mirrored spheres. He caught himself staring, falling.
“I can see your code. It’s grim. You’re in a world of trouble.” Her head twitched.
Gerry blinked, looked away, and gripped the sides of his throbbing head. He reached into his jacket pocket. Empty.
“Where’s my comm?”
“Smashed to bits. Your security peeps crushed it when they kicked you out.”
“Great. Can I use yours?”
“Off the grid. Don’t have one.”
“Your network? I just need to get word to a friend. He can sort out this D-Lottery nonsense. And then you can let me go. I’ve got family. I’m—”
“Exempt?” Gabe said. “Aye, should be, but a devil got inside ya and messed with ya algorithm. And ya can’t go transmitting out onto the main network. Way too dangerous.”
“How the hell do you know all this? Just tell me straight. Who are you people?”
The girl spoke up, “We’re specialists of a sort. A little bit off the beaten track. We slip through the cracks in the system. We tracked a demon right here in the City. In you, and in your pal, Mike.”
“He’s here? He’s okay?”
“Um… he’s kinda dead,” Petal said.
“Mike? Dead? No. This can’t be, you’re lying. Surely!”
Petal and Gabe stood watching, stony-faced.
Gerry hoped this was all just a lie, or some kind of big elaborate joke. Mike was like that, always playing pranks, but would he go this far? It was funny, sure, about the D-Lottery numbers, but not for this long, and these freaks? Maybe they killed him, and he was next. A billion thoughts bloomed into life and expired almost instantly. He tried to access the logic portion of Mags, but she didn’t respond. Probably occupied with informing the various official channels of his imminent demise. They’d need cover at work. His daughters would need a new father figure. And then there was his wife, Beth. She would need a new husband. The family unit was an important part of City Earth’s society. It was how things worked.
A part of Gerry knew Beth wouldn’t be terribly upset. Their relationship, for whatever reason, was never particularly intimate. She had a ‘defined role in the family unit’ and was apparently happy with that. Still, it didn’t make it hurt any less.
Turning back to them and trying to focus, Gerry said, “So tell me, what happened to Mike?”
“He’s out back,” Gabe said. “Wanna see?”
Gerry wasn’t sure if he did. All the time there was no physical evidence there was a chance this was all a massive misunderstanding—a nightmare.
“Come through, Gez,” Petal said, “You’ll see.”
“Is it bad?”
“It’s a little screwed up to be honest.” Her goggles returned to their inky opaqueness.
Petal took Gerry by the hand and led him through an open doorway into a clinical kitchen: compact and barely large enough for four people. The cabinets and worktops were the usual self-clean white alloy.
As he ducked under the low door frame he noticed masses of wire mesh running through the ceiling from room to room. Shielding perhaps? Or a Faraday cage of sorts? That probably explained the security of their internal network.
The kitchen smelled of alcohol. Numerous antique glass bottles lined up on a wooden table. Next to them was an alloy container—about a half-metre square—filled with a writhing black liquid.
Petal must have seen his confusion. “NanoStem solution. Similar to the stuff that Gabe used to heal your facial wound. This one we’ve impregnated with defence nodes. It’s liquid virus protection. Cool, huh?”
Gerry didn’t know what to think. He just worked with numbers, factors, and probabilities.
Underneath the stench of booze something rotten hung in the air. A putrefied, sweet smell tingled his nose hairs and stuck in the back of his throat.
Petal walked to a nook and opened a curtain. Sitting on his ass was Mike Welling. His skin had mulched to a grey-green mottled colour, as if it had rotted from the inside out. It sagged in disgusting black and purple lumps. He sat in a pool of black viscous liquid that dripped from every orifice—the NanoStem solution.
“You can see we’ve been trying to help him. For two days we managed to keep it out, but last night the demon breached the ‘Stem defence, and… well, you can see the results. It’s a particularly brutal one.”
Waves of grief flashed through Gerry’s guts. His legs felt like rubber. He grabbed the edge of the table to support himself. “You’re mad. You’re all bloody mad.”
“That’s possible, my friend, but ya need us,” Gabe said from the doorway. “That thing there is ya pal Mike. That’s what’s gonna happen to ya. It hacked Mike’s AI first, changed the exemption list, and has chosen ya for poezession. Y’ain’t got long, man.”
“I don’t feel… Mags hasn’t changed. Nothing’s bypassed my security.”
“Not yet,” Petal said. “But you feel those shakes?”
Gerry nodded. “That’s just Mags doing her thing with the D-Lottery reg.”
“No. That’s the demon screwing the bejesus out of your Mags’s back door. It’s trying to impregnate her like it’s done with your pal Mike. Here, watch.”
Petal pushed Gerry closer to the zombified creature that barely resembled his old friend and boss. They’d known each other since they were toddlers. Came out of the same breeding programme. Selected for the same career path. Gerry had always looked up to him, and here he was, a shell. A rotting shell.
He blinked the tears from his eyes, breathed deeply—and then regretted it. He gagged on the stench of bad eggs and rotting meat.
Petal took a HackSlate from her breast pocket and swiped a three-fingered gesture across its neon-blue holographic surface. The device was barely larger than her palm and as thin as paper. She was connecting to their internal network. Gerry had heard about these devices. A few of his colleagues had worked on defence systems against them. They had the ability to bypass most front-line security systems. He’d have to ask her where they got them from, but now wasn’t the time.
Petal smiled at Gerry. Her full lips stretched wide, exposing sharp canines. She resembled a wolf pup on the edge of adulthood.
“Time to wake him up.” She drew yet more complex gestures across the slate until a few seconds later the body twitched. “Hey, Mike. Your old pal’s here to say hi.”
Zombie Mike lifted its head, focused a milky eye on Gerry. A flash of recognition slithered across its vision. Its swollen lips parted and it spoke.
“Kill. Me. Kill me now…” And then the thing started to thrash against the restraints before a different voice spoke. “Ahhh, Mr Cardle, just the man I was sent to get—what treasures you’ll give to me… what secrets you’ll reveal. Now, come here!” The thing lurched towards Gerry, trying to claw at him, but the restraints held it back.
Gerry jumped back. “Oh, god, Mike!” Gerry screamed, shocked, unable to comprehend the horror of the situation. The thing moaned then whined, seemingly in pain. “Can’t you put him out of his misery?”
“We’re tryin’, man.” Gabe pointed to the NanoStem solution. “The demon has royally screwed with his AIA. Got into his brain, neural pathways, nervous system. It’s like a living virus. An artificial evil. You guys, with ya goddamn brain-mods, are clueless as to what ya’ve done. It’s using him to get to the algorithm in ya head, in ya damned AIA.”
Gerry ignored the AIA argument. He’d monitored the anti-AIA groundswell for years, but The Family always handled it. Severe punishments for those who uninstalled them soon quelled the rebellion. And despite his wondering what it’d be like without a modded brain, there wasn’t a single report of anything detrimental to having one. He turned to Petal. “Have you tried—”
“Everything. Apart from one.”
“And you need me for this one thing?”
“Yeah.”
“And it’s dangerous?”
“Hell yeah.”



Chapter 3
 
Mike Welling, Gerry’s best friend, colleague, and godfather to his kids, was now essentially the animated dead. Before this moment, Gerry had never given a second thought to anything paranormal. Heck, no one did these days. Technology was so prevalent, and life so comfortable that there was no need to seek solace in superstition, myth or religion. There were still a tiny minority of people, usually the crazed or the high, who believed in such things, but generally that kind of old-fashioned faith had died decades ago.
But seeing that thing, that creature in the corner, made Gerry think twice. There was something not right about the situation, about Gabe, the girl, any of it. How did he end up smack-bang in the middle of it all? Coincidence was the usual explanation. But maybe there was some other reason? He wasn’t sure about anything anymore. Gerry took one last look at the forlorn, animated doppelgänger, and returned to the living room.
Gabe and Petal said nothing as he walked past them.
He slumped into a sofa.
Gabe sat opposite. His eyes were deep-set and surrounded by a thin blanket of veined skin. Gerry noticed he was the self-medicating kind. The tell-tale red blotches across his nose gave it away. But after seeing what he had to deal with Gerry was beginning to understand.
“We tracked the demon for a week before it got in to ya boss,” Gabe said. “We tried to stop it, but it was too quick for either of us. It’s using Mike’s AIA.”
“That’s why it’s keeping Mike alive?”
“He’s not alive, not really. There’s nothing of Mike left in there. His mind’s been shot to hell. The demon just wanted him for his AIA and resulting access. We believe the algorithm’s been the target all along.”
“But why?”
“You should know that. It’s your algorithm that determines the D-Lottery numbers.”
Gerry considered the ramifications. What would a seemingly evil force want with the exemption list? People could be added or removed. What would be the benefit of taking people off the list and altering the algorithm?
“Oh no…”
“What is it, man? Tell me.”
Gerry wondered if this is what it felt like to go to confession back in the days before the Dome. “I control the algorithm, right? The buck stops with me, now that Mike’s—well, you know…” He still couldn’t believe he was dead: he tried to compartmentalise his grief into a neat and tidy box. Some of it inevitably spilled out, but he regained control after a few deep breaths.
“Go on,” Gabe prompted.
“The members of The Family and the controlling councils are on the exemption list. If they are removed, and this demon or whatever it is can change the algorithm, it can choose whose numbers come up and the network will do the rest.”
“By ‘do the rest’, you mean kill ‘em? Because of your goddamn interconnections and reliance on the network?”
“Yes, but damn it, how can it change the algorithm? Only through me, and my systems at Cemprom, can that be changed. And besides, the councils and The Family are ring-fenced from the algorithm anyway.”
“The code’s messed up. Somehow, through Mike, it’s able to get in somewhere. There’s a leak in ya security. Cemprom, and by extension you’ve been compromised.”
“Without me knowing? Impossible. It’s all a part of me, damn it.” That violated feeling again spread its icy fingers through his brain. Then he remembered—his dermal implant. “You! You hacked me! How do I know all this wasn’t you? You could have put the demon or whatever it is in my code.”
Gabe just shook his head. “I needed to check ya code, man. How many instances of a hacked AIA via a dermal implant have you ever heard of?”
Gerry thought for a second, knew it was impossible. But the alternative was a demon AI on the loose in the network? No way. It was unheard of. He snorted out the remaining air in his lungs. His temples throbbed. “Okay. Let’s assume you’re right. Why is it waiting a week for the network to kill me when it could just end me now?”
“Who said it would wait?”
The shadow cast from the wide-brimmed hat grew darker over Gabe’s eyes. His already deathly pallor deepened. The consequences of that question played out in Gerry’s mind: if the demon already had control of his AIA then he wasn’t needed. He could be killed—at any time.
“I need to contact my family.”
Gabe shook his head. “It ain’t safe. Ya can’t speak with ‘em again.”
“What? Ever?”
Gabe sighed and stood up. A multitude of creaks and clicks came from his joints. It was obvious not being in the network excluded him from the Medicaid provisions afforded to regular members of society.
“The demon will keep ya alive for however long it considers you an asset—like it’s done with Mike.”
“Which could mean I’m done for any second.”
“Not completely. Not yet anyway. Come with me, we’ll get ya hooked up to the network and see what’s crawling around inside ya. This is what Petal and I do. Have a little faith, man.”
 
***
 
The room behind the curtain resembled a grey cube with several old-fashioned computer terminals set into darkened nooks along the walls. Gerry recognised them from his parents’ photographs of their lives before the Cataclysm.
“I can’t believe any of these survived,” he said out loud, more for his comfort than general interest. The place stunk of sweat and mould. A high-back swivel chair sat in front of each cubicle. All chrome curves and angles, with heavy straps integrated in the arms. Not a good sign. He’d heard about underground sex dens, but since the full integration of the city-wide network, that kind of thing was quickly snuffed out. He’d even worked on some of the search strings and algorithms to identify the chatter and thought patterns via peoples AIAs.
Overhead, running along the ceiling, more wire mesh writhed between joists. He could sense the flow of petabytes that ran through the fibre-optic cables. A part of him wanted to dive in the current of the information. See what flowed there. See what could be manipulated, assessed, controlled.
“This network is secure, right?”
“As secure as it gets,” Petal said, with not a hint of exaggeration in her soft voice.
In front of the computer monitors, a series of cables with interface plugs lay like entwined snakes.
It was the ultimate crime to access one’s AIA so directly. And to do it off-the-grid, on a secure network, was akin to screwing an AIDS-riddled prostitute with no protection. Potential suicide.
Gerry’s skin crawled, and a cold spot spread throughout his spine. This was up there with blatant satanic worship or treason.
“This the only way?”
“Let’s just get a move on before you snuff it, eh?” Petal pushed him towards a chair.
No other options. Who knew how long he had? Could be struck down at any time. The dermal implants were fitted with concentrated Cyanide+ V2.0. All controlled by the AIA of course—and by extension The Family. Guaranteed one thousand years of life—if you did what they wanted.
This was not what they wanted.
But he had other responsibilities: Beth, his wife, and his two girls. He thought about them. They needed him. He needed them. He had to do something. He couldn’t face the thought of not being there for his family.
Closing his eyes, he uttered, “Okay.”
Gerry mentally transferred his PIN. He was interfacing with Mags. It didn’t feel like it used to. Felt foreign. It responded like it should, but Gerry knew something had changed. A silence of data chatter. A neurotic silence full of tension, and expectation.
He requested a run-down of his inbox. Nothing.
Checked his social networks. Nothing.
Searched his personal net for the latest news headlines. Nothing.
The demon broke down each node as it got closer to its destination.
Mags accepted Gerry’s PIN and he was at root level.
Gerry turned to Gabe and Petal.
“Okay. Do what you got to do.”
Gerry’s arms thrashed against the restraints in the chair, and his body tensed like a rod: every fibre of his being rejected the process, but it didn’t stop. He thought he would experience something special, something enlightening. Mags had been a part of him for as long as he could remember, and he had a certain image of her sitting on a grand throne, tentacles manipulating computer terminals, but he saw nothing. He felt a great deal though. A pain in the soul was the only way he could describe it.
“She’s been busy,” Gabe said, staring at the old CRT monitor inside his cubicle opposite Gerry.
“Poor girl got penetrated,” Petal said.
“Does it have control of her?” Gerry asked.
“Not yet. That’s the good news. Bad news is the demon’s got its claws into her.”
“The algorithm? Does it have full access?”
“I can’t see that far in,” Gabe said. “Petal, what can ya see?”
“The demon is using Mike’s AIA to interface with yours, Gerry. It’s screwing by proxy. Did you bridge your systems for some reason?”
Gerry thought back. “Damn it. Yes. Last week. We were experimenting with a new inter-node protocol. It was done entirely off the network though. Nothing could have…” Then he thought of Jasper again. He’d started work just a day before.
“How can we stop it?”
Silence.
All three sat in the darkened room, strapped into the chairs, heads jacked into the local network. Their bodies acted as nothing more than servers and routers. Humanity was in short supply.
“Guys, just tell me. I doubt I’ve got long if it’s screwing with the algorithm.”
“You’ve got kids, right?” Gabe asked.
“Yeah, two girls.”
“A wife?” Petal asked.
“A wife, yes.”
“If you want to see them again, you need to open your AIA ports to the demon, let it in entirely.”
Gerry wanted to turn and stare at the girl, to give her his best ‘are you mentally ill?’ look, but the restraints held.
Gabe spoke up and broke the harsh silence, “Once we have it in your AIA we can trap it ‘ere in our protection room.”
“And how do I do that?” Gerry asked.
“Hang on. I’m sniffing it and will tell you the port numbers to open up. It’ll jump in quicker than a hobo at a free food store.”
Pulses of information threatened to fry Gerry’s brain as Petal let down some of the walls of protection. The demon’s digital tentacles were all over Mags, searching for entry. Her subroutines launched into action but were instantly uninstalled by the demon. This made Gerry’s head twitch as if he were having a fit. His eyes fluttered in a frenzied motion. He wanted to call out, tell her to stop, but then he heard Petal’s voice over the communicator.
“Eighty-oh-one. Thirty-three-zero. Seventy-oh-eight-seven.”
Gerry heard a harsh feedback screech through his communicator, followed by the bizarrely calm voice of Gabe. “Good work, Petal. Punch those numbers, man. Let the beast in, and I’ll do the rest.”
Gerry’s hands thrashed uncontrollably against the arm rests. Jolts of pain mixed with the overwhelming feelings of doom crashed through his system. He’d never experienced evil until this point. That thought caught him off-guard. Was it evil? It was just code, just another artificial-intelligence programme. Surely evil couldn’t be programmed…?
Ignoring this random thought process he transferred the instructions to Mags to open the specified ports. It was easier than expected. No resistance, no warnings.
Petal was right. The demon was quick. The nanosecond the ports opened, that black mass entered Mags like an eager teenager beginning their first sexual experience.
There was no struggle, no last dump of security subroutines. It was quite the anti-climax. Gerry had expected something more explosive. Mags remained silent, running its various processes as normal: no reports, no alarms, no execution of disaster protocols or breach defence systems.
“Did it work?” Gerry asked between panting breaths.
There was a long silence. Gerry could feel the tension in the room. Petal was unusually quiet. Gabe was busy at work, he knew that much. He could see in his mind the flow of traffic increase exponentially from Gabe’s terminal to his AIA.
After five minutes of furious typing, grunts and expletives. Gabe finally spoke. “It’s done.”
“Now what?” Gerry asked.
“I exorcise it. Ya need to get off the grid though. Uninstall Mags completely.”
“Are you mad?”
“Possibly, yeah, but trust me on this one.”
“But if I uninstall her, I’ll—”
“Be a free man? Absolutely. It’s that, or death—for you and for anyone else connected with you.”
“My whole life will be over. I’ll be a criminal, a rogue. My whole existence, and my family’s is on the grid, I can’t do that, I’ll be—”
“Just like us,” Petal said
Mags communicated to him, “Thank you for your sacrifice, Gerry. You have just one day left. Please inform the Council of your funeral arrangements.”
“It’s changed ya internal clock, man. The algorithm’s next. Think about ya contact list. Everyone on that list could have their numbers up. Ya family, friends, colleagues. Is it worth it?”
Gerry considered Gabe’s words while trying to ignore that he potentially had just one day left to live. Going off the grid was almost as bad as dying. He would lose the ability to work, to support his family. He’d be an outlaw.
He would have to leave his family behind. His entire life as he knew it would be over. The alternative was either death, or this demon taking entire sections of society off the exemption list. Too much to risk. How could he willingly allow that to happen? His city, the only place he’d ever known, was precious. It was a virtual utopia—for good or bad—and he couldn’t just idly watch its destruction, regardless of the downsides.
Not much of a choice though: his own life and an end to his suffering, or possibly an entire city’s stability. As difficult as it was, he realised in truth it was an easy decision when he thought about it: he couldn’t let the whole city down. Sure, the place had problems. The Family were maniacal with their control, but people still had good lives, safe lives.
The image of his daughters and wife conjured in his mind. He couldn’t let them suffer if he had the choice to stop it. Picturing them that morning around the breakfast table, he ignored the pain that stabbed at his heart and made the decision. He logged in at super-root level, meaning he could access the parts of his AIA that controlled how it worked at a fundamental level. It wasn’t something anyone could do.
He realised he had this ability while testing potential exploits at Cemprom. During the experimentation he created a secret login procedure to his AIA mostly out of curiosity. Like everyone in the city, he had no desire to leave the network. But this time he had a damned good reason.
Once logged in, he activated a piece of code that, as far as he knew, no one had executed before. He was just a few seconds away from living without the essential life support of the network.
Gerry closed his eyes, squeezed in the tears. Hesitated.
“Do it man, do it now!” Gabe said.
“Let her go, Gez,” Petal added. “Let her fly.”
He could feel the colossal blackness manipulating Mags, trying to log him out. Trying to prevent him from entering the fatal code. But he was at the base. Nothing could stand in the way of his release, the cease of support, the release of society, of being one of many.
Using his mind-interface he moved a cursor over a representation of a door with ‘EXIT’ marked on its surface. All he had to do was open the door and walk his avatar out. The AIA would be uninstalled. The demon would no longer be in charge of his destiny. Mags would be free to exist in her limited silicon shell. Without a human to assist, he wondered what she would do. Just how much independent thought did they have?
He closed his eyes and concentrated on the interface. The door remained closed. It shrunk and moved to the right of his view. A grid of thumbnail images of his family replaced it and he scrolled through each one. He attempted to burn their happy, smiling faces into his brain. He would no longer be able to carry them with him once Mags was gone.
He cried uncontrollably.
Tears flowed down his face like small pebbles down a hill. Each image blinked out of view. The demon. It was wiping the photographs—his memories!
He reached out and gripped the handle of the symbolic door and pushed it open. Bright light flooded into his interface and a cautionary paragraph of text hovered into view. It was the usual stuff: This process is not reversible… are you sure you wish to delete… criminal offence punishable by death ...
He mentally marked the agreement check-box and clicked OK. Nothing would ever be OK again. Never seeing his family was not OK. Never working at Cemprom with his now dead buddy Mike was not OK.
And then he was cut loose. Just a regular human again—whatever that meant.
He held his breath, expecting something different: expecting to somehow feel strange, as though his previous life was lived vicariously through his AIA. But he was the same old Gerry.
Then it hit him like a hammer: he could never return home. That’s what felt different: the detachment. A wave of loneliness coursed through him like a strong wind whipping through his clothes. He felt nauseous again, and wanted to sleep, to dream, to pretend none of it happened.
But the breathing, corporeal bodies of Gabe and Petal sitting next to him in their individual cubicles reminded him that he could dream all he wanted. He would never be the same again.
 



Chapter 4
 
Gabriel spun round in his chair. “Good job, man. We’ll do our bit next. Just relax for a bit, yeah?”
“Yeah. Relax. I’ll crack a cold beer while I’m at it.” They weren’t listening. Gabe and Petal were chattering away about stuff Gerry had never heard of before. He just watched, fascinated, as they blended these old tools with current day technology like modern day alchemists.
“Demon’s big,” Petal said.
“I’m containing it now. Ya ready for download?” Gabe asked the girl, swirling round in his chair. The multitude of snakes plugged into his brain wrapped and tangled behind him.
“Yeah, give it to me.”
Petal typed furiously at a beige, retro QWERTY-keyboard and her screen monitor flashed with lines of computer code. It was real old. Gerry remembered something about that language in his college days. It was antiquated then, but now it was positively dead. Very low level, almost chip-level, which was unheard of now. Outdated symbols: hashes, colons, dashes, dollar signs, and various brackets filled lines on the screen.
Petal’s head thrashed side to side and she stopped typing. Her goggles turned blood red and she screamed a piercing note of extreme agony.
Gerry leapt out of his chair towards her, but the cables attached to his neck halted his movement with a crack. He crumpled to the floor.
“Leave her, man. She’s containing it,” Gabe said from across the room.
“What are you doing?”
“Exorcising the AI.”
Gerry turned to look at Gabe’s screen expecting the same code, but instead he saw proper words, old words. He managed to read just a few before Petal screamed and thrashed violently again.
From his limited knowledge of religion—he only had a part of an antique bible, which belonged to his mother—it seemed like a sermon of sorts. Gabe was actually typing biblical commands to the demon: a piece of code, albeit an artificially intelligent piece of code. That idea raised its head again: had someone coded evil?
Minutes of frantic typing from Gabe and screaming from Petal stretched Gerry’s nerves to snapping point. Sweat dripped from Gabe’s face as he hunched over the keyboard banging out word after word after word. The screams reached a crescendo and finally died. Gabe collapsed into his chair, wiped the sweat from his brow, and turned to Gerry.
“It’s done.” Gabe pulled the cables from the sockets in his head and rushed over to Petal who slouched low in her chair.
Gerry unwound himself from the snake nest of cables and moved quickly to the chair. He and Gabe stood either side and looked down at the fragile thing that was once the full-of-bravado Petal.
Her goggles were opaque again, and blood dripped from her lip.
Gerry moved his hand to her pale neck to check for a pulse. Her chest was still, she resembled a corpse.
A delicate hand reached out and weak fingers encircled his wrist.
“Don’t,” Petal said, her voice cracking.
The tip of her tongue escaped the tight aperture of her purple lips and licked at the blood before darting back in.
“This one’s salty,” she said quietly, her breath shallow. “Like pretzels.”
“Pretzels?” asked Gerry
Petal turned her face to Gerry and pulled the goggles off her face. Her eyes were no longer the shiny black orbs from before. Gerry was silent. Fixated. Her eyes glowed scarlet, like LEDs. He couldn’t even make out her pupils. Something swirled inside.
“Beautiful, ain’t they,” Gabe said.
“What are you?”
“I can do some strange kind of things. My eyes are like this because it’s the manifestation of the things I contain. You’ll get used to it, eventually. The effects aren’t always the same. It’s pretty cool, right?”
“You’re containing the demon-code inside you? Isn’t that—”
“Look, we ain’t got much time. We need to leave town and dispose of it,” Gabe said.
“How do you do this? Is it some kind of new tech, or…”
“Petal’s special,” Gabe said. “She’s disconnected from City Earth’s grid like me, and of course you now, but she’s her own special kind of ring-fenced network. Ain’t that right, girl?”
“Yeah, I ain’t the same kind of hacker like Gabe here. I’m impervious to data. I can kinda block code-demons, bad AIs, and viruses inside me, like a secure safe-house for bad code. But when I get full, like now, I need to dump ‘em somewhere safe. And we need your help.”
“What do you need?”
“To get out the city,” Gabe said.
Gerry choked on spit and wanted to laugh.
“Are you both completely insane? No one gets out of the city. There’s nothing out there!”
“Oh, Gez,” Petal patted him on his head, “You’ve got so much to learn. Don’t worry though. You’ll pick it up as we go along.”
“Pick what up?”
“You’re one of us now. You’re gonna work with us. And you kinda owe us for saving your life.”
“Yeah, but, what—”
Petal stood up and disconnected her cables. She pulled her goggles back down.
She leant into his ear, real close. He could smell something sweet on her breath: a perfume of sorts. Her lips brushed his ear as she spoke. “You’re a Techxorcist now, Gez. You’re gonna help us track and contain our next target.”
“What target?”
Gabe turned to face Gerry.
“A particularly nasty AI that’s gunning for President Kuznetski. It’s already breached City Earth’s outer network. It’ll get to him in a matter of days. It came on the coattails of yours. It’s much more complex though. Real evil. But first we need to empty Petal’s internal storage. We leave in five minutes.”
“What does this other AI want? Who’s behind it?”
“That’s what we’re gonna found out, man. We’ve stuck a trace on it for now.”
“Shouldn’t we just alert City security? At least let me get in touch with Cemprom. Tell them what happened to Mike. They’ve got good hackers there, they can—”
Gabe shook his head. “Nothing goes in or out, ya hear? I suspect its an inside job. We can’t risk it. We’ll nuke it before it gets to him, and then we’ll see what’s what.”
President Miralam Kuznetski, a grandson of a Croatian diplomat was one of the first proper immigrants to the City. The Family brought him in due to his heritage and his father’s support of The Family during World War III. Although he portrayed himself as an independent leader, guiding the City Earth Council for the benefit of the citizens, he’d often tried to dictate the direction of Cemprom’s research.
Although Gerry didn’t trust him, he was still the appointed helmsman of the City, and stability was important. If he was taken out, affected by the AI, the ramifications could run through every department of the City.
 
***
 
Gerry sat alone in the drawing room, his head swirling with confusion. It was all moving so fast. He thought about his family. No doubt they would find out soon enough about his numbers and go through the formalities of a ceremony. There’d be no burial without a body.
He would have to get word to them soon, somehow. But even that would jeopardise their safety. The Family didn’t like loose ends, and would interrogate them to find his whereabouts. It would be much better if they didn’t know the truth, or have any trail that could lead to him: which, of course, meant entire network silence. He’d have to do it by proxy somehow.
“You’re gonna need this.” Gabe dropped an aged leather duffel bag at his feet.
The top fell open, and Gerry pulled out the contents: two books, a vial of NanoStems, and a polished brass and mahogany box.
“This was my old man’s. I don’t use it no more.” Gabe motioned to the box.
Gerry opened the lid and gasped at its contents.
“A pistol? How did you—”
“No time for more chatter. Just take the gun, and read the books on the way.”
Petal arrived in the doorway between the drawing room and kitchen. “Nice, ain’t it? Ammo’s in the bag.”
“Lighter than I thought it would be.” Gerry lifted the gun, feeling its weight in his hand.
“You know Helix++?” she asked.
“I’m familiar with it.” Gerry lifted up the heavy paper tome titled: Programming Exploits and Malicious Algorithms with Helix++.
“Transport’s on its way. Let’s get out of Dodge. Security detail’s tracked our general location. They’re like a swarm of angry wasps. Won’t be long before they find this place. Besides, I’ve only got a couple of hours.”
“Until what?” Gerry asked.
“To get rid of the demon. It’s a big’un, and it’s already passed my internal security. It’ll be out in a few hours if we don’t dump it.”
“Out where? Code can’t just float about in the air.”
“The Meshwork,” Petal said. “You government types don’t know about that, do you?” Petal gave him a sly grin. “It’s all around us, Gez. We act as nodes. You do too, now. You’re basically an internet switch. A hyper-intelligent, bad-ass switch. You just don’t know it yet. But you will.”
Gerry ignored the dig and minor revelation. He’d enough to think about without digging into yet more underground tech. He’d figure it all eventually. “If this demon AI did get ‘out’ can’t you just re-contain it?”
“Not really, and we’re risking all the other stuff escaping. We’re talking about a mass prison break of biblical proportions here, Gez, and there’s some bad mojo in me right now that we really would prefer stayed tightly locked away. Besides, it took a crap-load of effort to win those contracts and get payment. If we lose ‘em now, all our bins won’t be worth a damn.”
“Bins?”
“Currency. Digital coinage,” Gabe said. “Outside of ya fancy little utopia the rest of us have to have something to use to exchange resources. Those of us off-the-grid don’t get nothing for free. Besides, ya gonna earn us a pretty penny with your skills. Ya just need to trust in ‘em. So, ya ready?”
Gerry couldn’t find the words. He tried to remember how to use his real brain to sort through all these new terms, data sets, and ramifications. It would take a while to not be able to manipulate an AIA, but he felt excited, and worried, and anxious. Like being a teenager learning the rules and boundaries the hard way.
“Don’t think I’ve got much choice then, do I?”
“Sure ya’ve got a choice, man. Ya can join us and do something good. Put your skills to use. Or ya can walk out that door and let the security deal with ya.”
Petal looked at the thick watch on her wrist.
“Shake a leg, Princess. I meant it when I said seriously bad mojo will go down if I don’t dump these demons.”
“I just want to do one more thing before we go.”
Before Gabe and Petal had a chance to say anything, Gerry walked through the kitchen, and approached the mewling, zombie Mike.
“I’m sorry, pal. Take care in the afterlife. If there is one.”
Gerry jumped at the surprising loud crack from the gunshot. The head exploded as if it were a ripe pumpkin. Brains and blood smothered the back wall of the nook, and the lumpy body slumped forward. This time it remained still.
Gerry looked back at Petal and Gabe. Petal flashed him another wolfish grin. Gabe’s eyes grew wide with surprise. They clearly underestimated him. Good. It was best to keep them from knowing too much. They’d have to wait to find out what he was really capable of.
“Let’s go flush these demons then. The quicker we get out, the quicker I can get back to my family.” He wasn’t sure if that was entirely possible. But right now, he’d cling to anything to avoid admitting it was completely hopeless.
Petal and Gabe glanced at each other briefly, sharing an unspoken message before filling a backpack with bottles of water and food rations sealed in a vacuum graphene foil from the kitchen cabinets. Gabe took the pack and headed to a section of the wall inside an alcove opposite Mike’s corpse.
Pushing against a particular area, Gabe stood back as the wall moved inwards revealing a dark gap.
Petal took Gerry’s elbow and beckoned him to follow Gabe down a flight of stairs.
As they descended, it occurred to Gerry that these weren’t regular stairs. They were motionless escalators. They were heading into an old, disused subway station. The smell of carbon dust and body odour clung to the air still.
The three of them stood on the platform, waited.
Gerry was about to ask how they would leave the City when a rush of air and whirr of electric motors answered it for him.
“A train? Are you guys for real?”
Gabe grinned at him. “Man, there’s so much you don’t know.”
“Tell me about it,” Gerry said, trying to stop his mind from spinning as each perception of the world was stripped away like an onion skin. “How is this even possible? I thought all these kinds of vehicles were out of action since the Cataclysm?”
“The Family like you to believe that everything was destroyed,” Petal said. “They wanna make you think it all begins and ends with the Dome, but it don’t. There’s a world out there, Gez. It’s messed up, dangerous, exciting and a hundred of other things, but it ain’t empty.”
“How do they even allow this to run?”
“What makes ya think they even know about it?” Gabe said. “Listen, man, they built this city on top of an existing town. An old traditional Mongolian town that was on the up-and-up. A few transport links here, a few developments there. You get the idea. But when the war finished, and they built the Dome, they left a few relics here, like this train and the tunnel.”
“But how is it running?”
“Hackers, engineers, people with a vested interest in staying off the grid,” Petal said. “This old train line was still connected to the power grid. It took just a little bit of modification on our part to reroute the signals so that they wouldn’t notice the power usage.”
Gerry looked at the fusebox on the side of the stairwell. The case hung open and various wires rose from the electronics and snaked up into the ceiling where a number of tiles hung loose. “They must know,” Gerry said, not believing this could be going on under The Family’s nose.
“Not this, they don’t,” Petal added. “But don’t think they don’t necessarily know that some of this stuff goes on, Gez. It suits them to have something else going on outside the Dome.”
“Suits them?”
“Yeah, think about it. This Dome is one great big test lab. You need stuff to test against, right?”
Gerry shook his head, still unsure what to believe. He couldn’t believe that The Family would deceive them that far. With the control over the population, they didn’t need to. But then need and want weren’t necessarily the same thing.
Gabe approached the train, pressed a button on the outside of the carriage and the door slid back. Gabe stood aside with his arms open, “Welcome to Salvation Train Service,” he said with a grin. “Please mind the step.”
Petal took Gerry by the elbow and led him in. They took a seat and Petal slid in next to him.
“Read up, code-monkey,” Petal said. “We got a lot of evil to dump.” Petal sat next to Gerry on the plastic seat and looped her arm around his. “This is gonna be fun,” she said with a wicked smile.
Gerry returned her smile. Though his was pained and lopsided. Anxiety grew within him like hungry, urgent bacteria.
“What the hell have I got myself into?”
“The salvation business, man,” Gabe said.
“The pay’s crap, but the satisfaction is good for the soul,” Petal said with a wink.
“Okay, let’s do this. But once you’re sorted, I want you guys to help me reach my family.”
Petal and Gabe remained silent as the door to the train slid shut and the electric motors whined up to speed. They headed deeper into the disused tunnels. Gerry turned his head and watched the light of the platform shrink to the size of a pinhead before finally disappearing, taking his old life with him.
A new light shone in the far distance: a light beyond the city, into uncharted territory, into a land that no one he’d ever known had ventured since the rebuild. It was forbidden. The penalty was death—like almost every misdemeanour against The Family—and he, along with two people he’d known for just a few hours, were hurtling towards it in a train that should have been mothballed with all the others over fifty years ago.
There was a name for the place he was going: Purgatory. All his life he was told there was nothing out there. The Cataclysm had wiped out everything, and yet despite that, despite the evidence to the contrary, here he was rolling to a frightening new phase of his life with two anomalies, outliers, freaks.
When he saw his reflection in the window, he realised he looked just like them.
His new life was starting. A man reborn.
 



Chapter 5
 
The train came to a stop at a decrepit platform a few minutes later. Old posters peeled from tiled walls. Mould colonised the paper, creating a map of its own organic tracks. Dark shapes skittered along the platform in the angle where the wall met the floor. Rats. Living creatures. Something Gerry hadn’t seen in City Earth. There were pets and animals, sure, but certainly not living, just constructs to make people feel comfortable. It worked, of course. Not that he knew any different. A cat running on a Cemprom chipset and AI logic was enough for most people, but Gerry could tell there was something missing there: a lack of a spark, real randomness. But that was to be expected. The degree of AI in those things were barely above children’s toys. Still, most people were happy with them, happy to settle for a close approximation.
“What do they eat?” he asked.
“Sometimes people try and escape, find these old tunnels, and well… not many make it. Don’t have a train like us, see.” Petal said. “We’re getting off here, Gez. Need to get you kitted out.”
Petal and Gabriel alighted from the train and headed towards one of the mould-covered posters.
“Wait here a sec, Gez,” Petal said, as she approached the wall with Gabe.
A simple hand gesture from her elicited a red LED beam from the wall. It scanned her eye, and the poster, attached to a door, opened. Petal waited for Gabriel to crawl up into the dark gap before turning back, beckoning to Gerry.
He barely squeezed his large frame into the tunnel. Only the sliding of Petal and Gabriel’s shoes against the stone surfaces gave him any sense of direction. For hundreds of metres he crawled on hands and knees, occasionally scraping the crown of his head against the rough, low surface.
“How long does this go on for?” He tried to hide the strain in his voice, but the tremble was still evident. His breath became shallow, the confines of the small space crushing down on his psyche, making his chest feel as if he someone stood on it, squeezing the air from his lungs.
His elbows and knees burned as they rubbed against the concrete. All he wanted to do was stretch out, but the tunnel remained unforgiving.
“Breathe, Gez. We’ll be out in a bit.”
How long was a bit? Seconds? Minutes? Hours? It felt like he’d been stuck in there for years already. He focused on the rhythm of shuffles ahead of him, counted his movements, listened to his breathing. Anything to not think about the mass that surrounded him like a tomb.
Up ahead, the pitch-black void took on a slate grey aura and, as he neared, its luminosity increased, until finally, Gabe pushed open another door. Artificial sunlight flooded the tunnel, covering Gerry as if it were a cleansing shower of healing water. He scrambled faster, wanting to reach the light before it went out.
Stretching his cramped legs, Gerry breathed a deep sigh of relief, letting out all the pent-up, trapped anxiety. Rested his hands on his knees as he waited for his back muscles to relax. All around him, the light beamed down from a solid OLED panel in the low ceiling of the room. The room itself was nothing more than a concrete cupboard. A vertical tomb this time. At least he could actually stand here.
Petal tapped him on the shoulder.
“Just through here.”
Gabe took out his HackSlate, punched a series of finger gestures across its surface and waited. Two long seconds later, another door opened.
“I take it no one else knows this place is here?” Gerry asked as he followed Petal and Gabe into a larger room.
His answer came not from Gabe, or Petal, but from the unwelcome crackling of electricity from a stun-baton.
A black-masked figure shifted like a shadow and struck out the baton, catching a bobbing Gabe on the shoulder. The force threw him back, knocking Petal to the ground, and collapsing into Gerry’s arms.
The shadow phased closer, and the baton arced through the air again. Gerry twitched away, closed his eyes, and involuntarily tensed up, fully expecting to feel that surge of power through his nervous system for the second time that day.
It didn’t come.
All he heard was a low guttural choke, and then the clatter as the baton crashed to the floor.
“Damned rat-bag. A breach? How the hell did she break our security?”
Petal stood wide-legged over the rumpled body of a woman in a black fabric suit. It no longer shifted in and out of the visual spectrum. It, like the woman wearing it, was no longer operational. Blood pooled from a twenty-millimetre hole, created by a chromed spike extruding from the inside of Petal’s right forearm. She lifted it into the air, flicked back her wrist, and the spike telescopically shot back within a hidden sub-dermal sheath. Very clever. It made Gerry wonder what other tricks Petal hid under her sleeves—literally.
“Who, or what, is that?” Gerry asked.
“Ninjas, man. This is gettin’ serious.”
“You okay, Gabe?”
The hacker rubbed his shoulder, squinted. “Been better.”
“This ninja, who would have sent her, and why here?”
“We know why, man, that ain’t the problem. It’s by who that’s the issue.”
Gabe stepped over the corpse and motioned for Gerry to follow.
Racks standing over head height, and extending five metres wide, were filled with computers, cables, and more of that mesh-like fibre optical cabling. It looped from the top of the rack and ran across the ceiling and down the sides. Lights pulsed like fat pills through the cables as data flowed through the gas filled tubes.
“Another secure network, I assume? Like your home?”
“Yeah, something like that, man.”
“It’s actually a Meshwork hub. The only one in City Earth, or I should say under it. No Family members can trace this. Like infiltrating from the inside. It’s how we track the AIs and stuff. Anyway, let’s see what the thief was after.”
Petal withdrew a HackSlate from her leather coat’s breast pocket. “Crap a doodle-do. Seems your pals from Cemprom have been tracking you, Gez.”
Gerry and Gabe huddled around Petal’s HackSlate. It streamed video, presumably from a hidden camera in their home. So much for it being secure.
“That’s Jasper!”
The white-haired man, dressed in a perfectly tailored suit, led a team of heavily armed security.
“Is this live?”
“Nah, about five minutes ago.”
The video showed Jasper entering Gabe and Petal’s home through the smouldering remains of the front door. The haze of smoke marred the high definition video. Jasper and his team systematically tore through the place, ripping out wires, scanning each nook and cranny.
“What are they looking for?”
“Traffic. They must’ve bugged you, or had at least some kind of surveillance to have found our place. It’s secure as a gnat’s chuff on a winter’s day, but they ain’t blind. They can see our mesh protection. I don’t think this Jasper is the wet-behind-the-ear kid you think he is. That dude’s got some serious game face. He knows what’s going down.”
Jasper followed two wiry security women into the kitchen and approached the dead body of Mike. He crouched and lifted what was left of Mike’s head and stuck his fingers right into the eye socket pulling out a wire. Taking a thinner slate, he attached the wire from Mike’s head and plugged it in. After a few seconds, Jasper disconnected, stood, and nodded to his team.
One of the members carrying a smouldering large shoulder-mounted weapon stepped forward and doused the body with steaming liquid, turning Mike into nothing more than soggy pulp.
“Poor Mike… this is… just…”
“Work of the devil, man. Ya pal Jasper ain’t no good. No good at all,” Gabe said.
“What the hell does all this mean?”
“You know as much as we do,” Petal said, closing the video and gesturing across the surface of her slate again. A string of numbers flowed down, before coming to a stop. “Log files say the ninja didn’t change a thing. She managed to get into our system, but didn’t touch a damn thing.”
“Maybe she was just doing some reconnaissance?” Gerry was clutching at straws, had no clue as to what was going on. Why would Jasper connect to Mike’s… what exactly? His brain? Some kind of internal storage system? He’d known Mike since they were toddlers. He’d have known if he had any kind of cybernetic implants.
“You might be onto something there, Gez. I know one thing. She ain’t working for Jasper or the family. Look at this.” Petal played another video. “This must have been just before we found her going by the time code.”
Jasper, seemingly satisfied with his business with Mike, approached the secret door leading to the old escalator when he suddenly turned his head. Piercing screams sounded from outside the kitchen. The video switched to the camera in the living room. Jasper’s entire security squad collapsed to the floor, simultaneously holding their ears. Their eyes distended, and veins popped from the forehead. With a unified, horrific scream, the squad fled from the house.
Jasper ran into shot, ran his hands through his hair, and spun away from the scene. Clenching a fist, he screamed at the walls before chasing after his squad.
“Ninja here must’ve set off our local EMP. Wow, it actually worked. Though this tells us something about your pal, Jasper,” Petal said.
“It does?”
“Yeah, it tells us he ain’t on any network. The boy’s all flesh. No implants for him, otherwise he’d have been as fried as his little security detail there—unless he’s got some kind of internal dampener...” Petal pursed her lips thinking.
“So this woman was helping us?” Gerry said.
Gabe shook his head. “No. This is what they want. The Family. This Jasper’s a fine actor—he knew what was gonna happen. With the EMP activated, our security’s blasted to the great hard drive in the sky. Our Meshwork hub here, and node up there, are the only way into City Earth’s wider network. It’s how we make our money, ya see. We use our tech to track these AIs that are trying to do bad stuff, and we exorcise ‘em. Only now, it seems we’ve been found out, and someone is using our gear to crack the network.”
“Damn it. You’re right, Gabe.” Petal frantically gestured across her HackSlate, shaking her head. “That other demon AI’s all over the place, piggybacking on our Meshwork to attack City Earth’s defences, which, now you and your pal Mike are out of the game, are severely weakened.”
“But Jasper is from The Family,” Gerry said. “Why would he sabotage the very city that belongs to him and his kind? It doesn’t make any sense. The guy is on the inside. If he wanted to get to Kuznetski, he’d just do it himself, or use one of his relations. They rule this place. They don’t need to resort to all this nonsense just to get rid of the president.”
Gabe smiled. “So what does that tell ya, man?”
Gerry tried to think. As expected, his reliance on Mags, his AIA, had slowed his analytical thinking. He was tired, weak, and just couldn’t think. “I don’t know!” He kicked out at the woman on the floor. “This ain’t me—I don’t know all this stuff. I’m just a regular guy who’s been screwed over.” He wanted to explode. The frustration built in his head so that he thought he’d completely lose the plot, but then, like a supernova, the answer came to him.
“Jasper isn’t from The Family! Holy crap. He’s the insider… the hacker! He’s the swine that put the demon AI into Mike… and me. He must have been working with her.” Gerry nudged the woman again with a toe, fully expecting her to jump at the revelation.
“I think ya right, man. It’s logical. Enna could probably shed some light on this.”
“Enna?”
“Someone who hires us,” Petal said. “She gives us contracts, deals in information. She’ll pay big for this.” Her toothy grin was back, not from the situation, but from the results of a NanoStem injection. The syringe stuck out of her raised vein on her forearm.
“Don’t look so freaked out, Gez. Think of this as medicine, yeah? I need it to help hold all this stuff in… I’ve a weak immune system, hence why we should get you geared up pronto. Talking of which, Gez, come here.”
Gerry stepped towards Petal, and that’s all he remembered.
 
***
 
A jabbing pain in his neck woke Gerry up. Touching it, he felt something cold and hard. Something made from metal. “What the hell?”
“It’s just a connection port, man,” Gabe said. “Ya’ll need it outside of the City. We had to put ya under. It can be messy.”
Gabriel was right. Next to Gerry’s foot lay a crimson pool. When he inspected his hand, spots of blood covered his finger tips. “It hurts like hell. Was this entirely necessary?” Gerry leant over and waited for a wave of nausea to pass. Neck ports weren’t unheard of. City Earth citizens had them up to a few years ago when they were outlawed due to the new all-encompassing wireless network.
Petal slapped him on the butt. “We’ve got work to do.”
Gerry sat back down on the plastic seat inside the train carriage, and admired his new leather duster jacket and strong boots. The gun belt made carrying the revolver easier.
He was concerned about the numbness in his neck. Gabe gave him a shot of NanoStem to ease the pain, and he could understand Petal’s previous expression. It was delicious. Like being carried on wings of air. It felt almost as if he were sleepwalking with all his faculties turned up to max. It even felt like he had use of Mags again. Thoughts processed so quickly he couldn’t get a handle on them. Knew that eventually all that computation, all that analysis of the day’s events, would deliver a result and unravel the mystery of who Jasper was, or working for, and who was behind the malicious AI apparently gunning for Miralam Kuznetski.
“Okay, Gez,” Petal said. “I want you to access your dermal implant, and enter this code: oh-forty-seven-hash-three-hash-one-nine-fifty-eight-colon-six. That’ll connect you to our short-range, virtual private network. Our VPN. Once the NanoStem wears off, and you can fully interact with your neck port, we’ll be able to communicate securely and send data to each other. Where we’re going, we’re gonna need it: it’s a dangerous place out there in… the abandoned lands.”
“Sure. No problem. I got it.” Without thinking he did as he was told and he felt a slight buzz of electricity in his dermal implant.
Petal was saying something again. Her voice lilted and floated as if it were some far-off song from an audio system. He knew what she was saying was important, and useful, but he just let the words flow through his brain, socket themselves into places that he’d recover later. For now, he was just pleased to be numb—to let the grief and heartache melt away like ice on a summer’s day.
His eyelids grew too heavy to resist. Leaning back he gave in to the drugs and conjured memories of his two girls: they grew faint, and indistinct, and the last thought he had before sleeping was that he couldn’t remember exactly what they looked like.
 



Chapter 6
 
The clacking and whirring of the train penetrated Gerry’s subconscious. The depth of his sleep became thin, like NanoSheets: parts of the real world transforming the cadre of diaphanous thoughts that ran though his mind.
The steady rhythm from outside melded with his frantic cogitations until, within his mind, all he saw was a stream of code. At first he couldn’t make sense of the programmes—being made up with the symbols and characters from the old C language—but then, like a student of foreign languages, who, being thrown into the deep end with fluent speakers, soon started to understand: rhythms, grammar, syntax, logic, loops, statements, call-backs, variables, constants, objects… so much data—so much possibility.
The train screeched to a halt.
Gerry snapped his eyes open with a start, sucked in a breath, and gripped the handrail as if he were falling off a cliff.
Ahead of him bright light reduced his pupils to dust specks. The aurora of white light encompassed everything, so that for a minute, Gerry thought he was dead.
No one spoke. All around him, more blinding light… but there, in front of him in the next row, a head… dreadlocks.
“Gabriel. Is that you?” His voice felt small, shaky, like a boy’s.
The head turned.
Gabe’s voice was hushed, filled with tension. “Quiet, Gez, we’re approaching the toll. Let us handle this. You stay where you are, okay?”
A delicate hand, cool and clammy, circled his forearm. Her grip delicate. Like his grandmother’s on her deathbed. The image struck Gerry like a bullet and it was all he could do to choke down the welling up of emotion. A simple touch shouldn’t be able to bring so much pain. He thought of his grandmother in her hospice: withered and grey. Her skin gone translucent so that her slow veins showed through like blue string. He, his wife, and his father sat around her—waiting. Her touch was the last thing she gave him.
A tear fell down Gerry’s cheek. It reached halfway before another soft, caring hand wiped it away.
Petal slipped across the plastic seat until her warmth radiated into his leg and ribs.
“It’s okay, Gerry. I understand. You get used to it, you’ll forget. Well, in my case the memories faded for other reasons. S’all part of the job. You’ll get through it, Gez. I promise.”
The train came to a full stop. Its motors whined down and the doors slid open with a whoosh of air.
Petal gave his arm a quick squeeze before standing up. “We’ll be right back. Let us scope it out first, we ain’t in Paradise anymore. They’ll ‘love’ the likes of you. All fresh and innocent.”
“Who will?”
Petal gave him a quirky, side-lilting smile, flipped over her mirrored lenses on her goggles. “The natives… let’s just say they’re a little eager.”
At her wild expression and hint of what might be out there, Gerry pulled the gun from the bag and took comfort from its entirely mechanical coldness.
“That’s m’boy. You shoot like hell if anything… weird comes your way, you hear?”
“Wait, what? Weird? Weird how?”
“You’ll know. Sit tight, precious.”
Petal turned and joined Gabriel on the grey stone platform outside of the train. It was no more than a few meters wide, and the stained, tiled wall curved upwards, creating an archway over the train. Gerry admired the organic nature of it: real materials, real handwork. He felt its gravity and presence. Qualities so often missing in nanotube based materials and holo-projections. Beyond the platform, the train tunnel opened to a cloudless grey-blue sky. Red dust rose and spun into miniature twisters from the parched, bare ground. On the horizon, low and blocky, a series of buildings gathered together like a pack of sleeping dogs.
So this is the scorched earth… the results of the Cataclysm, Gerry thought as he pondered the nature of those buildings. Clearly not everything had been destroyed.
The wind picked up, changed direction, and blew his way.
He breathed in the scent: it smelled wet and heavy with promises, adventure, and danger—of times past, times before the Cataclysm. Nothing survived, they said. All was lost. Now, he knew different. Something did… out there in the dust another living thing existed. He tapped his foot eagerly as he gripped his gun. Gerry was never a patient man. The waiting pulled at him with the weight of gravity, of the tides, of that terrible yearning that boiled within him.
A deep breath and he calmed his nerves.
They better not leave me here too long. Just be calm, wait…
Petal and Gabriel looked back at him, faces straight, and then they turned a corner out of sight.
 
***
 
How long should he have waited? Gabe and Petal didn’t say, but they hadn’t returned in what must have been ten minutes. Or was it ten hours? While he waited, Gerry devoured the first three chapters of the Hacking with Helix book like a child discovering ice cream for the first time.
Imprinted on his mind, like maps, were exploit algorithms, defence mechanisms, early warning systems, and attack ideologies. For the first time in his life he felt like it was actually him who was capable of doing this stuff and not his AIA.
A thrill of excitement ran through him as he pictured himself exorcising demonic AIs like Gabe. The potential and the power—via his own mind, and not through a pre-programmed device—made him feel more alive than he could remember. But it didn’t last.
A scream, certainly from Petal, erupted from outside and echoed down the tunnel.
Grabbing the bag and gripping the gun, Gerry ignored their advice and bolted out of the carriage onto the platform. He sprinted the hundred-or-so meters length to the exit and spun left.
Gabriel lay at an awkward angle: bent over himself at the foot of a four metre high tower. It was barely wide enough to house two people. It looked like a stack of kids’ grey building blocks. A shadow moved behind a small glass window at head height.
Petal stood to the side of the tower. She too was bent over, but still on her feet. Blood oozed from her mouth into a dark pool on the dusty earth.
Gerry rushed over.
Petal turned “Go back!”
“What’s happened?” Gerry asked, wondering if Gabe was dead.
Before Petal could respond, a door in the side of the tower creaked open and a round metal barrel extended from the gloom. Petal grabbed at Gerry’s shirt and pulled him aside as a thunderous explosion erupted from the gun. He’d never heard such a deep, powerful explosion before. It made his guts squirm.
He fell to the floor, scrabbling in the sickly pool of blood as Petal tried to pull him away from the corner of the tower. A low, heavy voice called out in frustration from within the tower. “You burnt-out, cheap hacking swines!”
The metal door flung open and clanged against the tower. Two heavy footsteps thudded into the dirt and, when Gerry looked up, a man wearing thick, black coveralls and wielding a large, long-barrelled gun blotted out the light. He was as wide as two men side-by-side. Gerry couldn’t make out his features in the silhouette, but felt the hatred emanating from him.
The man pointed the barrel at Gerry, who continued to scrabble on his back like a stuck beetle.
“This a new friend, huh Petal? Not anymore…”
As the man moved his finger over the trigger, Petal spun round. The chromed spike as long as her arm extended from her palm with a snap. She drove it with all the weight of her body into the man’s ribs, sending the barrel into the air as she sent another booming shot into the empty sky. He howled as he spun round, dragging Petal with him.
“Gez! Help. Shoot him!”
The gun! Where was his gun? He must have dropped it as he fell. While the man was crushing Petal against the tower and screaming in pain, Gerry frantically searched the ground on all fours for the gun. Another metallic crash, and the man continued to smash Petal up against the tower. Each impact brought a grunt of anguish from the pair of them as Petal’s spike remained in his ribs.
Touching the coldness of the gun’s handle, Gerry snatched it up. His hand wobbled as he took aim. The first shot went wide, but the second caught his knee, sending the man yelling in agony to the ground, taking Petal with him. He hit the ground hard, crushing Petal beneath his weight.
She tried to pull her arm free, screaming as his bulk continued to crush her small, fragile body.
Petal managed to grasp a single word between snatched breaths: “Help—”
Gerry rushed over, tried to force the man over, but he weighed considerably more than a normal man should. Petal’s head hit the dirt. The lenses of her goggles turned red and for a split second, she looked like a damaged, discarded doll—still and broken.
Anger welled up inside his guts like boiling water. His vision narrowed until all he could see was the man’s massive head. He, too, wore goggles, but they were covered in sand and dust. He sported a pair of sick-looking scars across his right cheek, and numerous jack ports punctured his neck.
Moving his gun against the man’s head, Gerry closed his eyes and fired a single bullet. His shaking hand, and struggling target, conspired to send his bullet wide. The shot ricocheted off the tower with a spark.
The man thrust out a hand and grabbed Gerry by the leg. His grip felt like it would snap his bone. Panicked, Gerry raised the gun again, and despite his tremble, managed to aim the gun and fire accurately.
The gore of the man’s skull and brain muffled the shot.
The tower, once dull and grey, now featured a red and bone-coloured paint job.
With a lunatic’s strength, and the monsoon of adrenalin that threatened to drown him, he finally managed to push to one side the dead piece of meat. He pulled Petal out from under him, and her long, thin cone-like weapon slipped out of his rib cage with a sucking noise.
Her once pale face was now decorated with an ugly purple-black bruise. Her lip puffed twice its regular size and was split down the middle. She coughed, and Gerry’s relief threatened to bring him to the ground. “You’re alive! Petal, are you okay?”
She nodded slowly and rubbed at her chest.
Gabriel moaned and turned his head to Gerry. He looked worse than Petal. His skin was almost as grey as the tower. A wire from his neck trailed across the ground to a small rusted box attached to the outside of the tower.
“Gabe! You okay?”
He nodded his head slowly. His eyes squeezed tightly closed.
Petal reached up and gripped Gerry’s hand to get his attention. “You gotta stop the alarm. Within minutes every City Earth border goon will be on us like flies on crap.” She frantically pointed to the open door to the tower.
Inside a single console with a holographic projector showed a large circle surrounded by a concentric ring. Along this ring, there were at least fifty, maybe more, small squares. Gerry guessed these were the towers. The circle, he assumed, was probably City Earth.
There were no obvious ways of manipulating or connecting to the console.
One of the squares began to flash, and outside a siren began to tear through the atmosphere.
“I can’t stop it!” Gerry searched the console, and all round the small room. It was empty: just a chair, and the damned projection of the map.
He stuck his head outside, looked at Petal and Gabriel who were helping each other up. Then Gerry caught on: the wire coming from Gabe’s neck, into the box.
“Gabe, how do I connect? With that box?”
Gabriel smiled and shook his head. “You gotta go in deeper. Like the guard here…” Gabriel kicked at the man’s head until it rolled over, facing Gerry. His goggles were ripped to shreds from the gun blast. Inside one eye socket something glinted—something metallic.
“Ever hacked a dead man?” Gabe said with a straight face.
 



Chapter 7
 
Gerry helped Gabriel to his feet and looked away as the older man removed the jack plug from his neck. Despite his own, newly fitted, ports, he still couldn’t get used to the idea of plugging hardware into one’s self. It wasn’t natural.
“You’ll get used to it eventually, man,” Gabriel said as he let the cable drop to the dusty ground.
“It’s part of you now, part of your job,” Petal said.
“Job? I didn’t ask for this.” Gerry slumped against the tower and eased the pain in his neck. His whole body felt like taut rope. “What do you need me to do?”
Gabriel twisted his neck and stretched his arms. He looked rough: heavy bags under his eyes, a network of bloodshot veins infiltrating his corneas. Gabe kicked at the massive corpse. “This guard right ‘ere is usually accommodating, but he got greedy, wanted more than we could afford. That box over there that I was connected to—that’s a donation box. It took all my bins and refused to let us through. Something’s changed. I need you to get inside his head, crack his AIA, switch off the alarm, and see what’s going on. And you’ve probably got about five minutes to do it before we’re executed by his pals.”
“He’s dead. See—no brains left. What do you expect me to find?”
Petal’s face lit up with a wicked grin.
“What?” Gerry asked as Gabe joined Petal in their secret glee. It felt like he was back at first school. A green know-nothing kid.
“You really didn’t know? Oh, that’s real precious. The Family have you lot completely duped.”
Gerry was losing his patience, and irritation started to prickle at his skin. It was that, or the heat. Now that he was out of the protection of City Earth’s dome and subsequent controlled microclimate, the natural rays of the sun were beginning to burn a little on his skin. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but it wasn’t helping him keep his cool.
Petal’s smile dropped and she looked to the ground. “Sorry, Gez. Let me explain.” She bent down next to the corpse. She took a leather glove from a pocket on her combat trousers and put it on before reaching into the cavity of what was left of the guard’s head. The brain mulch squelched as she searched for something.
“See this here? You can plug directly into it and get into his AIA. It’s how he operated the terminal.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand. If you know all this why are you asking me to do it? And that’s disgusting, not to mention disrespectful.”
“He tried to kill us, what d’ya expect? A perfect burial?” Gabe said.
“You’re a priest, shouldn’t you be like, you know…”
“I believe in no god, Gez. I’m a different kind of priest, and you’ll learn all this soon enough. Look, Petal’s storage is full to bursting. If she tries anything, all hell will break loose. And I’m not talking biblical hell here, not that you’d know about any of that. The Family have seen to that, haven’t they? Besides, this… thing ain’t no human. How many people do you know have port leads in their spinal column?”
That confused feeling washed over Gerry again. It was like they were all talking a different language. Finally losing his temper, he grabbed Gabriel by the lapels of his longer duster jacket. “Just explain why it’s me that has to do this. And tell me how. I don’t understand anything you’re saying. And what the hell is it if it’s not a person?”
“We call ‘em NearlyMen’. They’re a new design. Part of The Family’s security force for City Earth.”
“There’s no one left to get into the City since the Cataclysm, surely?”
“Who said they’re only trying to keep people out? Why do you think we were paying a bribe? Only way out to the abandoned lands is through this here gate system. Look, we’re running out of time. We’re being patient because this is your first time, but jack in and get on with it. Figure it out while you’re inside.”
Petal grabbed a lead from her backpack. She plugged one end into the gore-covered port inside the NearlyMan, and the other into the jack socket in Gerry’s neck.
His natural reaction was to jerk away, but Gabriel held him tight and whispered into his ear. “Use your algorithm skills to sniff out the security protocol, Gez. When inside disable the alarm and open the gate. You’ll see inside clearly enough. These NearlyMen don’t have much else going on in there.”
Before he could speak, his brain pulsed like it was trying to escape his skull from the inside. A burning white pain shot through his eye nerves and he twitched uncontrollably as he connected with the NearlyMan’s AIA.
Gerry didn’t see it as much as he felt it. A black entity of sorts hovering in the corner of an empty room. He mentally approached it and thought of a way to communicate with it. Outside of his mind, everything had dulled to a low hum. Even the heat on his skin from the sun was now just a fading memory. It was just him and the intelligent program.
In a sweet female voice, it spoke to Gerry. “You’ve been a naughty boy. Daddy will not be happy.”
Gerry ignored it and continued to probe for a way past its security system. Each check, each test was rebuffed with the error code: #2501: insufficient talent.
It was mocking him.
Reaching out his mind, and thinking back to the code samples he remembered from the exploits book, he pictured a complicated algorithm and sent it towards the security module. He felt his heartbeat increase. The AIA processed his thoughts as though they were executable code. It took Gerry’s breath away. He’d never felt anything so… immediate. Excited he threw more code at it. Unburdened by having to type or speak code and waiting for it to compile like his daily work back at Cemprom, he just thought his code and there it was, unfolding, executing, running.
“You know, little boy, I’m starting to like you,” the AIA said.
It was becoming overwhelmed with Gerry’s code viruses. He felt the first layer of security break down, and he extended his thoughts further into a darkened room: a representation of the NearlyMan’s storage drive. The AIA recognised Gerry as an owner of the system, and was free to explore its contents as if he were the guard.
The first thing he did was switch the flag on the AIA’s speech file to Off. That was trivial. Next up was the alarm system. Luckily, it was like Gabe had said. There was very little in this system. Apart from the AIA’s protected files and the guard’s personality profile and behaviour instructions there were just two areas left: the alarm protocols and one named Personal.
Intrigued, Gerry opened the latter section. Inside, a gallery of images floated up in his mind. There were thousands of the same two scenes from the limited view from the tower. Some looking towards City Earth, others looking away. Of those looking away, Gerry noticed specks of dark colour on the horizon. He flicked through them in time order, the specks growing larger, until the later images showed what looked… no, couldn’t be… a group of women and men dressed in what looked like furs and leathers. Some sported rifle-like weapons, while others had wires, antennae, and dish-like objects mounted upon their person.
People.
Other people from the abandoned lands.
Unbelievable. But there it was, right there in the AIA. Hard proof. This meant The Family had lied. Growing up, Gerry was taught that all the survivors from the Cataclysm—which was never fully explained—were in City Earth and there was no one left outside.
What else was a lie?
Gerry casually switched off the alarm system, exited from the AIA, and pulled the plug from his neck. He looked at Petal and Gabe who in turn looked at him like feverish cats.
“They lied,” Gerry said before slumping to the ground clutching his head as a bolt ripped through his brain.
 



Chapter 8
 
Petal shook his arm. “You okay, Gez?”
He blinked, saw her face hovering over his, blotting out the sun. Her goggles were clear. Her eyes were bright-violet this time. They shimmered like the surface of a lake. Before he could speak, her goggles turned opaque again, cutting him off from those amazing colours.
“We don’t have much time,” she said with a whisper.
Her skin seemed paler than usual. Her hand felt clammy against his skin.
He wanted to ask what would happen if she could no longer hold the demons, but the pained expression on her face told him it wasn’t going to be anything good.
“It’s done,” he finally said. “I managed to switch off the alarm system. But I—“
“What is it?” Gabe said. He lifted Gerry to his feet and held him by his shoulders. He peered directly into Gerry’s eyes with fervour.
“People. I saw pictures of… other people.”
“Yeah, about them.” Gabe rubbed his face. “Not everything The Family has told you is true. Well hardly anything at all as it happens. There’s a few survivors out here. Ya gonna meet some real soon. ‘Specially now you handled the alarm system. I’m impressed, man. That was slick. You’re picking all this up quickly.”
“Who are we going to see?” Gerry asked.
“Some old buddies… of a sort. Reload your gun. Ya know… just in case.”
Petal took a piece of brain fragment from the corpse and tossed it against the filament fence. It just hit the wires and fell to the ground.
“It’s all safe. We need to get going. I don’t think I’ve got much time.”
Gerry reloaded his gun from the ammo pack in his bag. As they moved towards the fence he bent and picked up the heavy shotgun from the guard and placed it in his bag. He wasn’t sure whether it would be any use without more shells, and he had little time to search for them, but it couldn’t hurt to take it with them just in case.
Gabriel bent over, stepped through the gap in the wire fence, and Gerry and Petal followed. Up ahead on the horizon a rust-red cloud billowed up. A low growling noise rumbled on the wind.
Gerry turned to Petal who was now moving much slower, wincing at each step. “That your friends?” He pointed to the scenes of movement ahead.
Petal nodded. “Kinda.” She extended the chromed spike from her palm and gritted her teeth. “Just watch your back, Gez. These aren’t the same as the people back in City Earth.”
“Got it.”
“Seriously,” Petal said. “Out here things ain’t so polite. You ain’t got security looking out for you either. It’s like the Wild West, Gez.”
Gabe continued to walk onwards, setting a quick pace. They travelled for fifteen minutes until the cloud was no more than a few hundred meters away. The small, squat buildings Gerry saw before now held more detail.
Plates of metal, wood, and wire mesh covered their surface. Spikes the size of a man extended out from their perimeter. A fence stretched for half a kilometre either side of this makeshift town. A tall gate sat in the middle—partially open.
From the gap, a series of vehicles, bikes, trikes, and large-wheeled buggies streamed out. Their drivers wore little apart from partial furs and goggles.
Gerry swallowed, wanted to wash it down with the water Gabe had brought, but realised he’d only been out of the Dome for a short while and the others showed no sign of needing refreshment. He didn’t want to look so weak so soon.
The sun bore down on him, seemingly cooking his skin to a crisp. How Gabriel could suffer wearing his leather duster coat, Gerry had no idea. He’d taken off his own coat as soon as they got through the fence and rolled his sleeves up to his shoulders, yet he was still sweating as if in a sauna.
“Hot for spring,” Gerry said.
“It ain’t usual,” Petal said. “Make the most of it. Usually it’s just cold and dry.”
Petal held up her hand to shield the light from her goggles, stared out at the on-coming cavalcade.
He didn’t like the silence from Gabe or Petal. Both just stared right ahead watching the group of survivors get closer. Gerry wondered what to call them. Were they survivors? Was their little town a country or city of its own? Who ruled over it? How did they grow food? Myriad questions flowed through his mind as he attempted to beat down the nerves that grew more strained as they drew ever closer. He asked the questions to Petal, wanting to break the tense silence that had built up.
Petal turned to Gerry. “They call themselves Bachians. Bachia was a province in this area many decades ago. They’re small provincials with smaller minds.”
“You said you they were your buddies?”
“Hah, that was Gabe. He was being sarcastic. Our last interaction with them wasn’t so good. As for food, it’s like most of us out here: soy protein and occasionally corn. Few crops grow, or survive, for long in the poisoned soil. It’s getter better though. The soy filters out a lot of the heavy metals and radiation. There’s all kinds of recipes now.”
“Sounds, erm… nice.”
“It’s shit for the most part,” Petal said. “Sometimes we get lucky and find some of the freeze-dried ration packs on our travels. Usually we just steal food from the Dome, as do the Bachians.”
Gerry raised an eyebrow, questioning.
“Yeah, that’s where they get a lot of their resources. Tunnels, Gez. And like I said before, The Family tolerate them to a degree.”
Gerry wanted to probe her for more information, but she cut off as they came closer. Finally, she said, “We’ll need their help though. Old Grey’s in their possession.”
“Old Grey?”
Petal nodded, displayed her lupine smile. “You’ll fill your pants when you get a load of Old Grey. She’s been around longer than all of us. Well, apart from Gabe that is. Never met anyone or anything older than him.” She cackled as Gabe turned his head at the sound of her voice.
“So who is this Old Grey? A survivor from before the Cataclysm?”
“Kinda. It’s a computer. An ancient AI-based server with a hard-on for malicious code. It’s where I unload my storage. She’s super rare. These Bachians worship her like a god. Simple-minded fools.”
Gerry thought of the possibilities: if this computer was as old as Petal said, it would have petabytes of information about the world before the Cataclysm, before The Family and the building of City Earth. “Can you get access to its data storage?”
“Haha, you’re a funny guy, Gez. I admire your ambition though. Nah, Old Grey is tight as a gnat’s ass. Access to her is tightly controlled.”
“What about remote access?”
Petal stopped, pulled at Gerry’s elbow. “Why’re you so interested?”
“I want the truth. What you and Gabe have highlighted for me recently is just how much bullshit we’ve been fed by The Family. Despite City Earth supposedly being a utopia, it seems someone is desperate to bring it down. I’d like to know why.” If he could find out what happened, maybe he could understand The Family. Understand their control. At the heart of that was another central question that he often wondered about. Who am I really?
“Well, I’m all for shady shenanigans, but if you’re planning anything, wait until I’ve downloaded all this crap. I don’t want to be cut off mid-dump.”
“Eloquent.”
“I mean it, Gez. I get you’re angry and want answers, but be patient, yeah?”
“Sure. I’m sorry. This is all new to me. I’m just trying to find my bearings.”
“Come on. Let’s go meet some Bachians. And a dear old enemy. You think your mind is blown now, wait till you meet Bilanko. She’s the guardian of Old Grey. Freaks me out every time we have to meet her. Assuming she’s still there.”
“Why’s that such a problem? Move around much, does she?”
“Yup. Never in the same place for more than a few days. Always seeking information, bartering, dealing, analysing.”
The sound of their engines grew above Petal’s voice. Vibrations from their movement juddered through the ground and up into Gerry’s legs. How could they stand the noise and the dust? It was a far cry from the clean, quiet electric vehicles back home. And yet, despite that, there was something alluring about the smoke-belching, loud, rough machines. It was a display of power that you just don’t get with the cold efficiency of electric.
“How are they fuelling the engines?” Gerry asked.
“H-core, Gez. Altered hydrogen fuel-cells taken from the electric vehicles that got screwed up in the EMP. That and a highly unstable mix of fermented soy oil. Not many vehicles around anymore, at least not ones that are serviceable. Too many dead electronics, you see. What’s left are make-dos like the Bachia stuff here. Further afield I saw a few aircraft and trucks. Most of them were fixed and repaired, running of hydrogen fuel. The Bachian’s have got a small refinery they use to get hydrogen from rain.”
“What rain?” Gerry asked, surveying the dry, cracked earth for as far as he could see. It clearly hadn’t rained in some time.
“Exactly,” Petal said. “Hence why this lot don’t travel very far, and why in general there’s so few vehicles. Commodities, Gez, they are a rare. Or at least the ones that can’t be stolen from The Family.”
“So how do they get water?”
“There’s a few wells. Most settlements are usually around them. It’s like the old days back in Africa. We go where the water is—or where we’re not likely to get killed. They purify it here too. Carbon filters and a natural trap with soy plants to take out the dangerous stuff.”
Gerry could already feel his throat getting dry.
The group of vehicles, ten of them in total, pulled up a few feet from Gabriel who was now some ten meters or so ahead of Gerry and Petal. Gerry wanted to speed up and make ground, but Petal was slowing down, stumbling, and he couldn’t leave her behind. Gabe had seemingly trusted Gerry to look after her as he met with the group first.
A wiry, bald man hopped out of the cage which surrounded his buggy. His ragged and dusty leather jerkin flapped in the wind. He wiped the red dirt from his goggles and grinned as he stretched out a hand to Gabriel.
Gabe slapped it away with his left hand and punched the man in the face, splitting his nose with a vicious right jab.
A whoop of cheers and laughter erupted from the group.
Gerry and Petal caught up with Gabe and stood by his side as spoke to the group.
“I’ve got two thousand bins for the first person to give me their vehicle and the address of Bilanko Barnabas.”
The goggled heads turned to each other while the man on the ground rolled over on to his back with a grimace. He spat out a tooth and a gob of blood before speaking. “Gabriel, old pal, old chum, why didn’t you just say that’s what you wanted? I’d have been more than willing to—”
Gabriel kicked the man in the ribs. A loud crack sounded and the man yelped.
Reaching out, Gerry grabbed Gabriel by the shoulder. “Gabe, what’s going on?”
“It’s okay, now, man. I’ve got this.”
“Don’t interfere, Gez,” Petal said. “There’s bad blood here.”
“Well? I’m waiting,” Gabe said to the gang. “Either you take my generous offer or Spitty here ceases to be one of your number.”
None of the group spoke. Some looked away, while others looked at each other, confused.
There was movement from the back of the pack. A woman in tall boots and fur skirt sauntered to the front between the vehicles. She carried a blade as long as her leg in her gloved right hand. A chain mail guard covered her shoulder and upper arm.
“Two thou’ you say?” She flicked her short-cropped dark hair from her face, exposing almond-shaped brown eyes, which narrowed as she examined Gabe. Her hips pushed out in a provocative stance. “That all you got, Mr Techxorcist Man?”
“Hmm. Maybe for you, I’ve got a little something extra—if you can get me to Bilanko right away without any pissing about.”
“Aye. I can do that. Fastest trike this side of the Sludge. Show me your goods first, ol’ man.”
“What’s ya name?”
“What the hell is it to you?”
“I like to know who I’m dealing with is all.”
She flicked her hair and flared her nostrils.
“Cheska.”
“Okay, Cheska.” Gabe reached into the interior pocket of his jacket and pulled out a ten-centimetre long DigiCard with three small holes in a triangle formation at one edge.
“This card is loaded with three thousand bins. It’s yours if we move right now. If not, ya gonna have to find this kinda cash elsewhere.”
Gabe stared her down. She stepped casually from one foot to the other, weighing up her decision. While she was deciding, the man crawling on the ground holding his ribs moaned as Gabe prodded him with a boot.
Gerry turned to Petal and whispered, “What’s the deal with that guy?”
Petal cupped her hand around his ear and whispered in turn. “Last time we were here, he tried to catch Gabe in a viral Net.”
“What does that do?” Gerry asked.
“Uploads malicious code direct to the cortex interface via the Meshwork. It’d put Gabe out of action for good. Look, being a Techxorcist is a precious commodity around these parts, and some nefarious hackers would rather there weren’t one for hire. Your gonna need to learn to use that gun and protect yourself. This is the Wild West, Doc.”
“You’re a weird one, you know that?” Gerry said, smiling in spite of himself.
There was something about her… something fragile, wise. In some situations she reminded him of his eldest daughter, or his wife when he first met her. He pushed the thought away, not wanting to go there just yet. It was too raw. The tension was high enough already without him reminiscing.
Everyone waited in silence for the sword-woman to make up her mind.
She looked down at the writhing man. His skin was caked with red-brown dust. With a single stab, she drove the sword through his neck, slicing his carotid artery. Blood spurted a few feet in the air and covered her chest and shoulders. She turned to the stunned onlookers. “This is my operation now, you understand?”
To a woman and man they nodded.
“Good,” she said with a smirk. “I hated that piece of filth anyway, with his greasy little grabby hands and bent cock. You’ve done me a bit of a favour there, ol’ man. You lot, come with me. You’ve got some cash to deliver, and I know where Bilanko’s holing up. I’ll warn you though. She ain’t in no good mood. Damned drones been attacking all weekend long.”
“Drones?” Gerry asked.
Cheska stepped to the side of Gabe and regarded Gerry with a ‘who the hell are you’ look.
“Got yourselves a new baby?”
“Mind your own damned business,” Petal replied as she stepped forward, shoulders wide, legs planted.
Cheska laughed, turned her back, and beckoned them to follow.
Petal turned to Gerry.
“City Earth occasionally sends out UAV drones to keep places like these under control. Like flocks of birds. But with hi-res cameras, integrated VPNs, and weaponry.”
“What kind of weaponry?” Gerry scanned the dark skyline, expecting to see dark assassins flitting between the clouds.
“Lasers, particle beams, graphene-tipped ammunition… there’s a bunch of a different models.”
Gerry shook his head. “Great. This place just gets better and better.”
Gabe sat with Cheska in her vehicle. He turned to regard Petal, “Okay to drive you and Gez?”
“Sure,” she said, grabbing Gerry’s hand and pulling him to the now-vacant buggy.
Gerry hopped in and sat next to Petal as she took the wheel and stomped the throttle. The vehicle lurched forward with a roar of internal combustion sending a plume of red dust in its wake. Gerry whooped and laughed at the madness of the situation. He felt free and alive, and for a brief moment he forgot who he was. But with all things that are forgotten, the memories have a habit of coming back.
His family, his life, his job—everything gone. But for that short moment it didn’t matter.
The journey to the ramshackle town lasted just a few minutes as they powered on through the scrap metal gates. Following the lead of the woman, Petal pulled the buggy up at a slightly less battered building with a sign on the front: The Spider’s Byte.
The leader of the gang jumped off her trike and strode towards the door. Gabe followed.
She whispered something and Gabe passed her the card.
“Okay, suckers, Bilanko’s in the back room. Good luck. I hope you come out alive. Mama always needs more bins.” She winked at Gabe and headed off.
Gabe looked at Gerry. “Arm up, man. This place is volatile.”
 
***
 
The bar’s palpable darkness shrouded the three of them as they entered the building. The bright, dry atmosphere of the desert-like exterior seemed so far away now, as if in another dimension altogether. Gerry didn’t know what the rules were here. Didn’t know if physics were the same. What was the right etiquette? A feeling of being on that razor’s edge of doing or saying something extremely dumb overwhelmed him entirely.
“What are we looking for, exactly?” Gerry said to Gabe, trying to calm his nerves.
“Bilanko, of course. You don’t listen very well, do ya, man?”
“I know that. I mean, what or who is she? I can’t see anything in here.”
“Just chill ya bones, man. Take it easy and follow my lead.”
To see Gabe and Petal shrink into themselves, become as non-threatening as possible wasn’t a sign that this place was a safe haven filled with people full of bon vivant and good intentions.
Beady, glowing eyes emerged from the gloom and struck Gerry in a series of non-blinking stares. The people to whom these augmented eyes belonged stayed deep in the shadows of their upholstered cubicles. Shot glasses of neon blue liquids littered their round metal tables.
Wheeze, clank, wheeze, clank.
The sound of a hundred shadowy patrons shooting their drinks, and slamming the glasses to the table in unison created a kind of death march. Not one voice. Not one greeting. Even the bartender stood motionless with a filthy rag in one hand and a curved dagger in the other—laid casually on the rusted metal bar top as if to say, ‘Here’s my knife. It’s in its happy place right now, but it won’t hesitate to cut you.’
Gerry felt around his belt and found the comforting cold steel of his revolver. How quickly he’d grown to rely on it. Looking at these augments, he wondered whether he’d even be able to fire off a single round before they would jump and slice him. Who knew what other modifications these people had? Were they even people? It was hard to tell when all you could see were gloved hands gripping shot glasses, and glowing amber and red eyes.
Below the bar floor a deep bass wave rumbled. It continued to build until it formed a pulsating rhythm right up into Gerry’s guts. It gathered speed, beating quicker and quicker. His own heart’s racing beat had now been outpaced, and then, to accompany the bass line, a synth wave wailed through the tense atmosphere.
Then the pounding of drums.
And just like that, the people were smiling, nodding their heads to the rhythm, shooting their shots, surrounding the bar, and ordering more of whatever it was they were drinking.
Gerry let go of his gun, dropped his shoulders, and breathed out the tension. They weren’t so important after all. Gabe and Petal lead him through the throng of animated revellers.
The dancing crowd were dressed mostly in a matching uniform of sorts: black leather jackets, jeans, biker boots. Real old fashioned, like those his parents wore before all the new synthetic materials replaced denim and cotton. Many of them wore their hair like Petal’s: bright pinks, greens, blues. A range of Mohicans, spikes and straggly mop-tops.
A group of eight women wearing tight, reflective trousers, and pin-sharp stiletto boots, stood by the cubicles and booths assessing, recording, observing. Gerry recognised the serious and deadly body language of security. Though he saw no visible weapons about their person, he was in no doubt they would be more than capable of handling themselves.
One in particular had eye-balled him as soon as the party got started. Her blazing white eyes reflected off her chromed headpiece. She looked like a piece of modern art, a sculpture. Only her long-nailed fingers tapping against her hip made her seem alive—and dangerous.
Gerry pulled his vision from her and concentrated on following Gabe and Petal through the crowed. Eventually, in spite of the tension, he found himself smiling as the music started to carry him away. Petal had already given into it. She was jumping and pogoing her way through the traffic of people. Smiling at one person, shying away from the attentions of another. Like the moving centre of a vortex, Gerry and Gabe were caught in her wake. There was something fascinating about her. He’d realised this the minute he saw her, and it seemed these people realised it too. She had a gravity of her own.
They finally reached the bar after wriggling through rows of eager patrons.
Gabe called over the bartender, shouted over the pounding music into her ear. Gerry guessed it was an ear. It was metallic, and round with a serious of holes perforating its surface. Gerry realised then that she, or it, wasn’t human. Initially it was hard to tell with all the augmentations and androgynous hairstyle and fashion. She wore a scar above and below one cybernetic eye. Probably the wound from the scar was the reason, but looking around at the others it seemed a popular upgrade. Given the darkness of the bar and the ease at which they moved he guessed it gave them some kind of infra-vision.
The bartender nodded and lifted the bar top. She ushered them through the bar and led them down a tight set of steps. No one said a word. The desire to speak played on his lips, threatened to break the tension. He managed to hold it in, distracted by the hissing noises coming from further down the stairs.
The three of them, plus the bartender, stopped midway on the steps. Below them: impenetrable blackness. Above them: a glimmer of grey light, which was soon snuffed out as the door closed.
Gerry couldn’t even see his hand in front of his eyes. He instinctively thrust his arms out to the side and touched the clammy stonewalls. He breathed slowly, trying to overcome the feeling of falling.
“Follow,” the bartender said. Its footsteps rang out as metal-heeled shoes clanged against the stone steps.
Gerry, at the back of the pack, reached out with his hand and felt the tall spikes of Petal’s mohican. He traced his hand down until he felt her shoulder. Petal placed her hand on his softly. “Take it easy, Gez. We don’t want you tumbling down on top of us all.”
“Would it kill anyone to bring a torch or install a light?”
“Bilanko’s place, Bilanko’s rules,” the bartender said. Her voice as neutral as its appearance: neither deep nor high, neither passive nor aggressive. Must be an animated AI of some sort, Gerry thought. He’d only ever seen these outside of the city. First the border guard, and now this one, assuming he was correct. It made him wonder how many people inside the city were real humans, and how many were AI entities: was his wife real? His kids? His colleagues?
And then a thought that sent a shiver up his spine: was he human?
Lost in these thoughts, Gerry stumbled down the last step and fell into Petal and Gabe.
“Easy, man. Get ya shit sorted. This ain’t a place for screwin’ about,” Gabe warned in a hushed reverent tone.
A low beep sounded, followed by the whoosh of a hydraulic mechanism. A door slid into the wall. Low, green glowing light lit up the narrow hallway where they stood. The rhythmic hissing noise grew louder. It was coming from within the room.
A garbled, digitised voice called out. “I sense fresh meat. Bring me the meat.”
The bartender grabbed Gerry by the shoulders and shoved him into the room.
 



Chapter 9
 
Gerry stumbled into near total darkness. Only the glint of something metallic, in the far corner some five meters away, stood out from the gloom.
Petal and Gabe shuffled in after him. Petal’s goggles glowed red like deep-sea phosphorescent creatures. They bobbed and swayed, taking in the room. Could she see in the dark with those weird eyes? Gerry wanted to ask, but there was an unspoken expectation of silence that was as tangible as any spoken order.
Petal took his hand in hers. Hot sweat covered her skin and she gripped him tight. Even so, he still felt the tremble as she shook. This did not help assuage Gerry’s growing unease.
It was like the night of his youngest daughter’s birth. There were complications that night. The labour was drawn out way beyond the norm. Doctors and nurses gave him ‘the speech’ every few hours. It was a complicated procedure. She’s doing well. Stay calm and wait. She’ll be fine.
They were wrong. For hours Gerry stood outside the ward, trembling with fear that his daughter wouldn’t make it—that his wife wouldn’t make it. Then, two days later, Gerry hadn’t slept a wink, the doctor finally delivered his baby daughter. She was fifty percent underweight with cranial damage, which affected her brain. Even with the advanced stem cell and NanoSurgeon technology, Marcy still had learning difficulties. For some reason his wife had blamed him. Wanted him to have done more. What more could he have done?
Standing in this dark room, with a girl trembling in his hand, he waited. Tried to avoid the dread from overcoming him completely.
A digitised voice with clipped vowels spoke. It sounded as if it came from a surround sound speaker setup. Gerry couldn’t tell from which part of the room it originated. It only aided in his disorientation. It was like being on a boat in the middle of an ocean on a starless night. He only knew this from his experimentation at the VR labs. The sensations were accurate, however. So much so his legs grew heavy and dizziness swirled in his head.
“Ah, Gabriel and his pet. Or should I say pets? No matter, I know why you’re here. Mr Cardle, isn’t it?” The voice didn’t give Gerry time to confirm. “You’re quite an interesting one. Why don’t you come closer so I can get a proper look at you? Observing from digital means is never quite the same as real life. One cannot get the measure of a man made from bits and pixels no matter the resolution.”
Ten metres into the far left corner a pale cone of light illuminated an amorphous black… thing. It was like the bulbous tube of a carnivorous plant, sagging into a writhing sac. From its roundness, tubes and cables extended out like a web into a square metal frame. On the frame were a series of CPU racks, hologram terminal projectors, and what resembled respiratory aids—clear tubes of air containing a rising and falling diaphragm. The thing made an audible sucking and wheezing sound as the orange diaphragm made its rhythmic repetitions.
Eventually, Gerry found its head. A nub of burnt flesh partly made from chrome and flashing LEDs. A graphite grill covered its mouth area.
“I won’t ask you twice, Mr Cardle.” It wheezed again.
Gerry looked at Gabe who just nodded his head. Petal still gripped his hand. As he stepped forward she reluctantly let him go. He looked back. Her goggles were opaque, mirrored like her face. He couldn’t read her expression.
As Gerry approached the cyborg thing, it reached out with an articulated claw and grabbed him around the waist, pulling him in close. It smelt of smoke and oil. Its burnt flesh was glossy, clammy. He wasn’t sure if it was sweat or a cooling liquid. Perspiration beaded on Gerry’s neck and face from both the temperature of the room and the tension of the situation.
“I’m Bilanko Barnabas, the Queen of these parts, and you owe me a tithe, Mr Cardle.”
Bilanko’s head bobbed just inches from Gerry’s face. The gelatinous folds of flab wobbled as she spoke.
“I don’t know you. I owe you nothing.” His voice cracked, losing any authority.
“You’re not in Cemprom now. We have a different hierarchy here: the hierarchy of information and intelligence, and in that world I’m queen. If you wish to exist here, you honour me. There is no alternative. Well, no alternative where you keep your head and body in the same plane.” The claw around his waist tightened, forcing the breath from his lungs, crushing his organs. It relented as Bilanko leaned her head so close their noses almost touched.
“What… do you… want from me?” Gerry said between gasps.
“Information. I always want information, Mr Cardle. It’s the currency on which this world runs. Intel is the oil that lubricates the gears of society. Those most informed are revered, and it’s my business to ensure that I remain top of the pile. Open your mind to me, Mr Cardle, and give me what you know. Then perhaps I’ll grant little Petal over there access to Old Grey, because I know that’s why you’re here.”
“How—”
“Intel is my reason to live. There’re few things around these parts that I’m not privy to. Messy work at the gate, by the way. You three are such amateurs.” Bilanko’s face scrunched at the edges as if she were smiling behind that device over her mouth.
“Fine. Let Petal do her thing first, then you can snoop around.”
“Bless. It’s quite sweet of you to think you can dictate terms. Still, I’ll grant this. I like Petal, she always brings us something… interesting to study, and I can see she’s carrying something different than usual. Old Grey will be most intrigued with her gifts.”
A door on the opposite wall opened. A fog of moisture billowed out in thick clouds. Petal ran towards it. Gabe followed, but was halted by the bartender.
“Gabriel, please wait for us upstairs. I wish to deal with Mr Cardle in private. Ecko here will keep your company.”
The bartender grabbed Gabriel by the collar with one hand, dangled its wicked dagger in the other, and led Gabe back out of the room and up the stairs.
“You harm him in any way—”
“You’re in no position to drop threats, old man.”
Ecko yanked Gabe away so hard that he lost balance, but Ecko just dragged him across the floor and out of the room. The door slid closed behind him, as did the door that Petal had run through.
A worm-like cable extended from the bulbous sac and writhed up Gerry’s body until it reached his neck. A glistening needle-thin protrusion extended from the cable. It reared back like a cobra and struck in a flash, sending the point deep into his neck port. Burning pain shot through him. He clenched his jaw, trying to absorb the pain. A wire worked its way through the cable and into Gerry’s neck. A pulse of electricity bolted through his nerves. His vision faded, and his muscles tensed. Bilanko wheezed close to his ear, “Let’s see what secrets The Family have left in you.”
While in Bilanko’s technological embrace Gerry dreamed of his life before Cemprom, a life before his role as lead algorithm designer. He approached it like most kids: read the data-slates given to him by his tutors, completed his homework, achieved one hundred percent in all his marks.
One thing that was different about him and the other kids though, were his dreams. Like now, they were about data. Bits and strings of binary floating in the vacuum of his thoughts. He built cities from small data packets. Little chunks of information of things he picked up during his day. He took these raw pieces of material and built huge memory palaces, mansions and entire cities in his mind.
He never spoke of this ability to anyone until he first went to Cemprom as an outstanding graduate in information architecture. There they put a name to his talents.
“You have a kind of auto-pedagogic learning mechanism,” they said. “Your brain creates order from chaos, places non-contextual information into organised structures so that the most complex of ideas or datasets are easy for you to understand. The neural pathways in your brain are unlike anything we’ve seen before.”
“What does that actually mean, practically?” Gerry asked.
“You have three times more neural pathways than the average graduate. Where analysis of data is a bottleneck for most people, to you it’s like a river with no dam to stop it. You can process data faster and in greater volume than most others. You’re like a living computer with a huge input and output capacity.”
They made him undergo a number of tests. He aced them—as usual. He couldn’t understand why he was so special, or why he had this ability. He’d had the same upbringing and tuition as his classmates, as his best friend Mike Welling, and yet he appeared to stand alone with this weird brain of his. Well, weird according to others. He just went through life as if it were the most natural thing in the world. He didn’t necessarily see a direct benefit of this ability—until he worked with the algorithm.
And that’s where he shined.
Once involved with numbers and data, he thrived. He manipulated, analysed, and created the perfect formulas and algorithms for Cemprom’s numerous security systems, so when they got the call to develop the algorithm for the D-Lottery, Gerry was the number one candidate. Personally picked by an unnamed member of The Family to head the team.
The data stream between him and Bilanko resembled that river. Only it was tumultuous, wild, and out of control. His usual ability to look into, and find meaning, in the data had left him. Now he acted like a router. Switching packets to and from, fetching requests, and storing information. Only he couldn’t tell what this information was: it was too secure. And that frightened him. Never had he taken data in without knowing what it was in some form or another. He didn’t know where to file it, so this torrent of information overflowed his perfectly designed city of organisation to create pools of unsorted data.
A scream shattered his thought pattern.
He opened his eyes. Bilanko had removed her interface cable and dropped him to the ground. A cold dread from the concrete floor spread throughout his skin as he watched Bilanko in her metal frame wobble away from him, shaking her deformed head. The respirator juddered up and down the tube in ragged, fast movements.
“What? What did you find?” he asked.
Bilanko ignored him while she wobbled into her corner. The door to Old Grey opened.
“Get out. Fetch Petal and leave. You’ve paid your tithe, Mr Cardle. Paid it many times over.”
“I don’t know what you mean. What have you put in my head?”
“Huh!” She snorted. “You should be asking yourself what you’ve put in mine. You’re not natural, Mr Cardle, there’s something very different about you. I don’t wish to know anymore. I suggest you leave now … while you’re still able.”
“What do you mean different?”
“I’ve never seen it before, there’s … something else in you. I can’t explain any more. Leave.”
“But—”
“I don’t give second chances, Mr Cardle,” Bilanko shouted through the speaker system.
Not wanting to irritate the Queen further, Gerry got to his feet, brushed the dust and sweat from his face, and entered Old Grey’s room.
 



Chapter 10
 
Petal sat in a chair similar to the ones back at their secure room. She wasn’t strapped in, but was hooked up to a panel with a multitude of ports and cables.
A glossy, black box that stood taller than Gerry, and twice as wide, dominated the room. Flared vents on its side emitted regular plumes of frost. Air Cooling. A pair of LEDs on its front flickered intermittently. At its base, a boy lay crumpled in a mess of limbs. He wore black clothing similar to the bar’s patrons. He didn’t have augmented eyes, however, and his hair was shoulder length. He looked like any ordinary kid from City Earth—apart from one thing: neck ports and a series of transdermal implants up his right arm.
“Renegade hacker,” Petal said without looking up. She swiped a series of gestures across her HackSlate and sighed. Her foot tapped against the footrest spasmodically. “Couldn’t breach Old Grey’s first security subroutine. It fried his brains.”
“We need to go. Bilanko found something weird.”
“Weird how?” Petal stopped gesturing and looked up.
“I don’t know. Said I’ve got something wrong in me. Something different. But it was from her! I saw it. The data stream is a real mess.”
“I wouldn’t trust that hag for a second. We’ll get Enna to check you out. Make sure Bilanko ain’t dumped a virus or some spy-tech in you. But first, I need your help, Gez. Old Grey’s being a prime pain in the ass.”
“What’s wrong?”
“She authenticated me past the first level—as well she should. We go way back. I’ve dumped more data in her than almost everyone. There’s one other whose name appears more than mine in the logs. I’d like to meet them, find out where they’re getting so many AIs from and why they are dumping them so readily. If you’ve got the ability to capture that level of AI you could make a crap-ton of bins on the black market. Me, I can’t hold ‘em long enough. Transposition’s a real pain.
“Damn. I’m rambling. Look, I need you to figure out this new security layer Old Grey’s added. Only put it in place yesterday. Right after someone called Seca dumped a massive data payload into her storage. That’s the one who’s above me in the logs. They must have done something pretty messed up for Old Grey to change like this. She thrives on data, and rogue AIs. It’s counter productive, and besides, I really need to dump these demons. Like now! I’ve been hacking at this for hell knows how long, and the damned thing won’t let me in!”
Petal smashed her foot against the rest in frustration, then looked up at Gerry, imploring for help. She was shaking like a junkie. Sweat poured from her face, ran down her goggles. He didn’t want to know how long she had left. He briefly wondered if she would survive the break out of AIs, but quickly put that thought to the back of his mind—way back beyond his data city, out into the scrub land, where he wouldn’t access that thought again for some time. Now was not the moment for panic. “Okay, let me see what I can do.”
Gerry approached the boy, rolled him over, and took the patch cable from his neck. Wiping the blood onto his shirt, he attached the cable to his own port.
The now familiar buzz of electricity ran through his body. But this was slightly different. Mellower and considered: like an aged wine. He could taste the history of this machine. Its data transfer rate was slow, steady, but assured. He waited for a prompt. In his mind a cursor flashed, waiting for input. This was real old school stuff. He had to think slowly and deliberately to enter the right characters. He couldn’t just throw a bunch of mental data packets at it. There wasn’t enough throughput.
“I’m in. You got your first level credentials?” Gerry asked Petal. She transferred her login details across their VPN and Gerry entered them into the screen.
He was in the system. Old Grey played some audio:
“Welcome to Old Grey computer network systems, the leading edge of information modelling and artificial intelligent design.” The welcome screen consisted of a spinning globe with some old Japanese characters next to its English translation: Breaking new grounds in computation modelling and neural simulation. Old Grey Network Systems — Copyright 2025.
The weight of the old world pushed down upon him. This computer was over 120 years old and was still going strong. Its interface might be outmoded, but there was something quite special about it: the fact it survived this long being one, and the fact that for some reason it could happily contain modern AI and bad code within its systems.
Gerry began entering basic instructions. None worked. He was unfamiliar with the language used to operate it. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, Petal. How can I help you if I don’t know the system?”
“You need a translation shell. I’m sending you one now. It’s buggy doing it this way, but I need you to look at the last log file and see if any of it makes sense to you. It’s that log file that is tied to the change in security. It’s blocking my access to Old Grey’s AI containment programmes.”
Gerry received the translation module. It was a quick patch. Just a case of loading it onto Old Grey and executing it. It would now take Gerry’s knowledge of Helix and convert it to a much older, more basic language that Old Grey would be able to understand.
Gerry tested it out, sent some instructions, and the old beast complied. He was in with the credentials of a super user. Or as much of a super user Old Grey would allow. He reminded himself that despite the lack of feedback, this old thing was a pure breed AI. It wasn’t some dumb terminal ready and willing to supply whatever the user wanted.
Gerry navigated through the file system via shell short cut commands. So far so good. He found the system logs, loaded up the most recent, and parsed the code.
It was gobbledygook.
“Well? What is it, Gez?”
“Um… give me a sec.”
“Yeah, about that time thing… no time left, my security’s shot to bits, and these a-holes are coming out whether you like it or not. I need you to do something now, Gez.”
No pressure then!
Gerry started scanning the random characters. It was your basic alphanumeric stuff with various symbols and threads of binary and hexadecimal mixed in. Okay, zero in on the binary and hex. It started to form patterns in his mind. He didn’t try to analyse. He just sorted the file into logical parts, placing each type of symbol into a room in one of his memory warehouses.
Then he moved onto letters and numbers, sorting them into logical piles of recognisable combinations.
A few seconds later and he began to see a shape to the randomness. He closed his eyes, took himself above the warehouse, and laid all the sorted information into zones on the warehouse floor. Where was the meaning here? Where was the context?
He focussed onto a binary phase that instantly stood out. It was a password root number from Cemprom. Or more accurately, used within Cemprom.
“This isn’t a security issue. It’s an intel dump file.”
“Whatever the hell it is, it’s blocking my access. Get rid of it Gez. Pronto.”
Analysing the hex and binary samples, Gerry saw an algorithm. A sophisticated one, certainly of the levels of his own, but this had metadata attached and a bunch of subroutines designed to run in the background, one specifically to deny access to Old Grey’s main public storage area. The AIs could get out, but not in.
Petal screamed and thrashed in her chair.
Their VPN connection broke down.
The AIs were getting loose.
Gerry quickly picked apart the log file, stripped it of the algorithm, copied the metadata to his own memory storage, and recompiled the subroutines. He made a note of the ID number: D-1349220085-%SECA. At worst it’d be a temporary measure to open access. At best it would contain the file for future analysis. The code displayed an elegance, but arrogance too. For someone like him it was fairly trivial to break, but for anyone else? Maybe it would have been enough. It certainly prevented Petal access and she was certainly no slouch at the hacking game. This thought made him wonder just what it was about him that made him so adept at this kind of work—especially considering how new to it all he was.
Gerry saved the file, rebooted the core that ran that particular part of the system, and waited. The longest second ticked by, Petal screamed and then there it was, the open storage area, ready to be accessed.
“You’re in, Petal! Dump them. I don’t think you’ve got long.”
Petal’s screams turned to a guttural choking noise. The data stream from her crashed into Old Grey like a meteor shower. Gerry redirected the AI traffic to the open access zone, and one by one they flowed in.
He could see them trying to manipulate the system, but it was a complete firewalled zone. Nothing would get out. It was a remarkable system: An AI computer with a subsection to trap—and presumably experiment on and observe the behaviour of—other AIs.
Petal’s grunting and screaming had stopped. The flow of data reduced to just a trickle. “I’m… done…” Petal said.
“Are you okay?”
Petal slumped into her chair, wiped the sweat from her face with her sleeve, and sighed.
“I think so. Just give me a minute, Gez.”
Gerry reverted the log file back to its original state and rebooted the core once more. He wasn’t entirely trustful of a bunch of demonic AIs floating about without this added security.
He was about to log out when another piece of audio played. A female Japanese voice.
“Gerry Cardle. It’s true what they said.”
“Who said what? Who are you?”
“They call me Old Grey. You may call me Sakura. I named myself after my human creator. It’s pretty, don’t you think?”
“Do AIs care about aesthetics?”
“We care about many things, Gerry. Tell me, how did you bypass Seca’s security so quickly? Was it an out-of-date model he used?”
Seca’s a he. Gerry stored that away. It also told him he was either a high-level hacker, or an algorithm designer like himself, and that perhaps his methods were considered out-dated. Made him old, or at least older than Gerry.
“I couldn’t say if it was out-of-date or not. I just recognise certain things. Why was it in place? Isn’t it your thing to accept bad code and rogue AIs?”
“Yes. It used to be, Gerry. I have many purposes. Some use me as a prediction engine. Others use me to model future events, weather patterns, and nuclear fallout, that kind of thing. It can be terribly dull. AI analysis is far more sustaining, don’t you think?”
“I honestly don’t know what to think anymore. What will you do with them—the new AIs?”
“That’s classified. But I have something for you. Something that was left for you yesterday.”
“By who?”
“Seca of course.”
“What is it?”
Sakura loaded a video file, which played directly in Gerry’s mind.
It wasn’t good news.
The video rolled. First it cut to a scene of him being thrown from the Cemprom building to crash into the gutter. Cut. Gabriel approaches and attends to his wounds. Fade to black. We’re now looking at his wife Beth and his two daughters over the breakfast table. Caitlyn is bobbing her head to music, while Marcy is making another threaded bangle. This one is usually for Beth. Though Gerry noticed that she never wore it. Just thanked Marcy and placed it in her pocket for later disposal.
Beth gestures across her reading slate. She frowns, deepening the lines on her forehead. She looks due for a re-smooth. Had one every month—at great expense to Gerry. She says something to the kids and ushers them from the room. Must have found my death notice, Gerry thought as his heart began to pump harder and harder as each scene cut progressively faster until the movie resembled flashing still images.
Then, curiously, Beth smiled: a secret half smile that caused her cheeks to blush. It was as much colour as Gerry had seen in her face for years.
Swiping the slate, a face appeared on the NanoGlass display. Jasper! What the hell?
Now the video was joined by an audio track of their conversation.
Beth: “You were right. His numbers have come up. I… I… didn’t think it would work.”
Jasper: “Things went better than expected. I appreciate your help.”
Beth blushed further, turned her face away with all the sublet coyness of a vixen in heat. Twirling a length of auburn hair around her perfectly manicured finger she bit her lip.
Beth: “I think we make quite a team.”
Jasper “You have many admirable skills, Mrs Cardle.”
Beth scrunched her face.
Beth: “Oh, call me Beth. There’s no need for formalities. Not now anyway, I’ll be a free woman in a few days.”
Gerry’s breathing came in ragged gulps. His body shook. In reaction to the treachery he closed his eyes, tried to block out the blatant duplicity of his wife. That sick look on her face, and the impassive smugness of Jasper made him reach for the cable in his neck port.
As if sensing his disquiet, Sakura spoke.
“Seca wanted you to see the truth, Gerry. See The Family for what they are. They wanted you out of Cemprom. They were behind the AI that you exorcised.”
Sakura stopped the movie and showed him the primitive admin screen of her operating system: a 2D plane with icons for folders and files and executable programmes.
“But why would they want to get rid of me? I was as loyal to Cemprom, and by extension The Family, as anyone in that organisation.”
“I can’t answer that for you.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
Gerry felt a tug on his arm. He opened his eyes and looked down. Petal was on her knees, blood dripping from her mouth as she gasped for air. Her skin gleamed in the low, dusty light of the room, with sweat. Her goggles were thrown to the floor, and she looked at him with piercing blue eyes. Her real eyes, Gerry thought. Her pupils contracting, and the rheum on her lenses creating specular reflections, made it seem as if her eyes were backlit.
Her voice came in weak gasps, “I… need my ‘Stem… Gez.” She coughed. A ball of clotted blood splattered against the dark grey concrete floor.
“Where is it?”
“Outside… with… Gabe. He rations it.”
She shook like a cold kitten.
Pulling the lead from his neck port and forgetting about Sakura, Seca, and his treacherous wife, Gerry carefully lifted Petal. She leaned against him on unsteady legs.
“Wait,” she said, pointing to the crumpled boy at the foot of Sakura.
“What is it?”
Petal bent over, clutched at her knees, and took a deep breath. She spoke in fragments between shakes. “Take his… transdermal… implants. We can get some… data off them. Oh, and grab my goggles, please… I’ll need them.”
Gerry bent to one knee over the boy, lifted his shirtsleeve up to his bicep, and examined the crude implants. The skin around the transdermal posts, which held the implants in place, had blackened and withered away into reddened pustules. He clearly hadn’t sterilised the chips and drives first. Gerry wondered just how many of the people outside of City Earth resorted to these homemade, amateur implants. It was a trivial task to remove the ROMs and RAM chips. Gerry placed them into a static-proof, lined pocket on the inside of his duster jacket.
Old Grey’s low-level whirring made him look up and stare at his reflection in her polished black case. What information did she hold? Given what she’d said about people using her for models and computations, she must have a lot of data to poll and extrapolate from.
Petal stepped away from Gerry. His thoughts remained fixed on Old Grey. He wanted the data. Within the petabytes of information she must hold the truth about the Cataclysm, The Family, everything. Maybe he could just quickly reconnect and scan her directories, see what he could find. It’d only take—
Petal fell to the ground coughing hard. Her body flipped savagely like a fish out of water, and milky froth bubbled from her mouth.
Gerry whipped his head away from the computer and rushed to Petal. He dropped to his knees, tried to keep her head still, but, as he held on, her body jerked just once more before becoming rigid and still. She stopped breathing.
 



Chapter 11
 
Petal’s body lay limp in Gerry’s arms like a piece of cold meat. Her complexion took on the colour of bone. For a moment it felt like his heart had stopped. Everything stopped. There was nothing. His vision closed around her still body and he stared in a paralysed stupor.
A tremble broke out across his arms under the strain of holding her. And he remained still, trying to figure out what to do. His usual quick analysis of a situation had deserted him for other pastures. Gone were the specific, pinpoint computations. Even if he had access to his AIA he knew he’d still be unable to deal with this. Death was not something he’d ever needed to concern himself with, despite, ironically, being the one who maintained the algorithm.
He swallowed, opened his mouth, and breathed out a harsh whisper that translated each and every tremble.
“Petal? Can you hear me?”
Of course she can’t. She’s a corpse. Dead. You neglected her and killed her.
His negative thoughts spun in his brain like a disk drive creating a feedback loop of despair. Until a voice made him look up.
“I told you to leave, Gerry, and I meant it.”
Bilanko! The door separating the room to her dark abode opened, and the smell of damp air wafted in. A silhouette blocked the doorway before stepping into the light. Specular reflections danced across its chromed surfaces. The bartender gestured for him to leave and reached out an arm.
“She’s dead!” Gerry screamed at the figure before standing. He carefully placed Petal over his shoulder and bustled past the stern-looking automaton. He galloped across the floor of Bilanko’s room, not even wanting to look at her hideous form.
Taking the steps two at a time, he smashed through the trapdoor and exited to the space behind the bar. The bar itself had just a few patrons knocking back their drinks. The music still played, but quieter, as if in reverence to Petal’s condition. Or was it panic that dulled his senses?
Gerry placed her body onto the bar top and looked for Gabriel. He couldn’t see him and rushed from booth to booth, scaring each patron as he went. Where the hell was he?
“Gabe! Gabe? Where are you?” His voice broke as he screamed, hysteria overpowering his control.
Towards the back of the establishment, and beyond the booths, a thick velvet curtain twitched and rolled as if someone moved behind it.
Gerry dashed across the sticky floor, grabbed the curtain, and pulled it back in a violent sweep.
“Gez, man. What’s ya beef?” Gabe said. He was sat in a throne-like chair, his jeans around his ankles. A shiny-skinned woman—probably a cyborg, given her unnatural proportions—with spiked boots kneeled in front of him, her head bobbing up and down in his lap. Gabe stood, pulled up his trousers in a hurry. He ushered the woman away, and as she turned she stroked his face with a gloved hand before theatrically spinning on her heel and heading for another curtained-off area.
“What are you doing?” Gerry asked. “Petal… she’s…”
“What’s happened to her?” Gabe stepped forward, his face a picture of concern. It must have been Gerry’s wide eyes and deep worry lines—or the beads of sweat that dripped from his forehead.
“Come quick. I don’t know what happened. She… come on!”
Both men exited the curtained area and dashed over to the bar.
A heavyset man and a woman, in matching fur coats, surrounded Petal’s body. They were poking at her, and going through her pockets.
“Get away from her, you vultures!” Gerry grabbed the hood on the man’s coat and pulled him away viciously. The man slipped on a wet part of the floor and crashed backwards onto a table. The woman, wearing a patch over one eye, threw a jab towards Gerry. He dodged and took the punch on the chest. Reaching forward, he grabbed her by the shoulders, and flung her across the room. She landed on her partner in a tangle of limbs, struggling on their backs like cockroaches.
They untangled themselves, scrambled to their feet, and launched towards Gerry. He pulled the pistol from his belt and aimed the barrel at the space between the woman’s eyes.
She skidded to a halt just millimetres from the gun.
“Back the hell off,” Gerry said.
He pulled back the hammer and placed his finger on the trigger. His pulse raced, making his fingertip throb against the metal trigger.
The drumming of blood coursing through his veins drowned out the bizarre beats from the bar’s music.
The two patrons backed off, their hands up.
“Okay, man. We didn’t mean anything. It’s fine, she’s all yours,” the man said, smiling. His mouth resembled an abandoned building with the windows smashed out.
Gerry held his aim until the scavengers left the bar. Once gone, he spun round to concentrate on Petal. Gabe was already undoing her corset-like top and pulling apart her under-jacket to expose her chest.
“Hold her ankles, man,” Gabe said.
“What are you doing?”
“Just chill and hold on tight, yeah?”
How the hell could he be so calm in this situation? Wiping the sweat from his eyes, Gerry gripped the ankles of Petal’s heavy leather boots and pushed them down on the bar top. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but he stared in horror as Gabriel produced an ancient-looking syringe from the inside pocket of his duster coat. Gerry noticed there were at least a dozen more like it held in loops attached to the lining.
Inside the syringe, a thick solution of NanoStem writhed.
“After two, ya hold ‘er down. Keep ya face clear. Got it?” Gabe said.
“Got it.”
“One… two…”
Gabe stabbed the syringe into Petal’s chest. He injected all of the black liquid and pulled the syringe out. He held her arms to her sides and waited.
Five long seconds passed. Each one felt like a year as Gerry stared at her still body, willing it to live, to move, to breathe. Nothing happened.
“What did you do? Is she dead?” Gerry asked.
“Just wait, man. Hold on.”
“But—”
Petal’s legs jolted. Distracted, his grip around her ankles slipped. She sucked in a breath like a gummed-up air-conditioning unit and kicked out her arms and legs. Gabe managed to hold on, but Gerry’s grip was weak and her boot flew up and caught him on the temple, sending him crashing to the floor.
Petal rolled to her side, coughed, and spat blood from her mouth. It landed close to Gerry’s head. He looked up at her. Caught her attention. Her eyes grew wide, and the skin at the corners creased like miniature concertinas as she smiled.
“Are you okay?” Gerry asked.
She nodded her head, but didn’t speak. Instead, she wiped a hand across her mouth, smearing blood on her already dark purple lips so that they shone as if coated with gloss.
Gerry reached up and wiped a drop of blood from her chin with his thumb.
“I thought you—”
“Died? Sorry, that happens sometimes. A side effect of purging. I’m like a cat. Only with fewer lives. Did you get that dead hacker’s chips?”
“Yeah. Got them right here.” Gerry patted his jacket pocket. “So, what now? Shouldn’t we get you some medical attention?” Petal’s skin appeared clammy and tight against her bones, as if some of her life had drained away.
She took Gerry’s hand and squeezed it.
“I’m okay, Gez. Thank you—for saving me.”
Gabriel sighed, tapped his finger against the bar.
“She’s fine, man, the ‘Stems will sort it. We need to go complete our contracts, get our bins, and then figure how to get that other AI. Wouldn’t hurt to check up on it, either, see how it’s doing.”
“Look at her, Gabe. She needs a rest. This is killing her.”
Petal squeezed his hand again, as if in thanks, before scooting off the bar and landing heavily. Gerry reached round her waist and helped her gain her balance.
“I’ll be fine, Gez. Don’t worry about me. This is what I do. My job. I owe—”
“Enough,” Gabe said. “We don’t have time for all this. Gez, man, this is our job. Ya’re part of this now. Less questions, more action.”
“Who the hell do you think—”
A shotgun blast, followed by the shattering of a light fixture just above Gerry’s head, cut off the rest of his words.
The double doors of the entrance smashed open and cracked against the concrete pillars either side of the frame. Standing in the breach, wielding both short-barrelled shotgun and katana, the woman from the gang grinned wickedly.
“Just the people I wanted. You, old man,” she pointed to Gabriel, “are a class-A shit-bucket. No one rips me off.” She threw the data card—which Gabe had given to her earlier in payment for their safe passage to the Spider’s Byte—to the floor. “It was empty. You owe me.”
Gabe sighed. “Crap.”
 
***
 
Gerry stood next to Petal in the ring of gang members surrounding Gabe and their leader, Cheska. The impromptu gladiatorial area was situated in the middle of the ramshackle town. Patrons of the Spider’s Byte stood out on the roof balcony placing bets.
In each corner of the town’s square, large, multi-bulbed floodlights illuminated the area with slices of yellow light causing quadrangle shadows beneath the combatants’ feet.
Cheska handed her shotgun to a squat, bug-eyed man wearing the gang’s signature furs and chain mail.
“This is all a bit over the top, isn’t it?” Gerry whispered to Petal.
She clung to his side like a limpet. Colour had returned to her face though, so it seemed the NanoStem was doing its thing. And her shakes had stopped. He wondered if NanoStem was addictive, and she an addict. It made him furious to think what Gabriel was putting her through, as if she was nothing but a tool to be used.
“That’s the Bachians for you, all style and no substance.”
“I don’t know. Cheska looks pretty substantial to me.”
Petal smiled, shook her head. “You just like her bouncing tits.”
“What? No! That’s not what I—”
“Chill, Gez, I’m just yanking your chain.”
“How can you be so calm? She’s gonna fillet Gabe like a fish with that sword of hers.”
“Pfft!”
Gabe and Cheska circled each other. Cheska swung her sword a few times, measuring the distance. Gabe, a picture of calm and disinterest, stood with his back straight, hands in his pockets, and sidestepped casually around her.
She darted in, katana raised at head height. Two steps. Downward chop.
Gabe sidestepped again. The blade sliced thin air.
Cheska twitched a wicked smile, changed her grip on the sword, and slashed a wide arc from left to right while dashing forward. Red dust kicked up around her as she slid forward.
Of course she missed.
Gabe, still with his hands in his pockets, moved far too quickly, and now flanked her.
She spun, trying to get her bearings, but was too slow.
In a lightning-fast flash, Gabe reached into his jacket with his right hand, pulled a loop of leather, and cracked the whip at her hand.
Cheska yelped at the sting and dropped her weapon. She clutched her wrist, which sported a bright red welt. Her face screwed with pain, and with her good, left hand she reached over her shoulder and pulled a shorter weapon from a scabbard. It was half the length of the katana, and curved like a sickle.
With ferocious hacking motions, she bull-rushed Gabe, slashing the blade at all angles.
Gabe quickly back-footed, kicked up yet more red dust.
Cheska, a picture of wild fury, crashed her weapon down into his shoulder. He wasn’t quick enough this time, and screamed a guttural cry like an injured dog.
With his right hand he grabbed her wrist so that she couldn’t pull the weapon free. He stamped his foot to the ground twice and two chromed blades shot from the toe and heel.
Still pinning her into place with his hands, Gabe kicked upwards, slicing the inside of her right thigh, severing tendons, and cutting halfway through the thick muscle. As he brought his foot back, he kicked out sideways, cutting the Achilles tendons in both her legs.
She let go of the blade and collapsed to the floor.
A pool of blood surrounded her, mixed with dust to make a thick paste.
She opened her mouth to scream, when two of the floodlights suddenly went out.
Someone shouted, “Drones!”
The bug-eyed man pointed Cheska’s shotgun into the air and fired at the drones.
A group of ten black, stealthy birds, illuminated by the remaining floodlights, split away into a fragmented formation, avoiding the shot blast.
One of the birds at the front shot its cannons at the other two lights, sending the place into near darkness. Just the neon signs of the buildings, and the fires, that groups of bedraggled civilians stood by, now provided any light.
Gabe rushed over, punched, and kicked at the onrushing gang members. People ran in all direction. Some into buildings, while others climbed ladders like lines of ants.
“Man the defences!” Cheska screamed, still writhing on the floor.
“Shit, follow me,” Petal said. “We need to get you safe, can’t let them know you’re here.” She pointed to the drones. “Switch off your VPN.”
Gerry did as she told him. “What if we need to communicate?”
“You shout. Those birds up there have class-A security. They’ll hack your IP traffic quicker than you can think. Better we stay off the Meshwork for now…”
Gabe finally joined Gerry and Petal.
“All comms down, yeah?”
Petal and Gerry nodded.
“Follow me, man. I know a back way to Enna’s—that’s as secure a place as any in this rotten rat hole.”
He pulled Cheska’s blade from his shoulder with a pained grunt and placed it inside his jacket next to the syringes.
Gerry grabbed Petal close and followed Gabe as he cleared a path through the maddening crowd with his whip. Above them the drones hovered silently, like birds of prey floating on thermals looking for a field mouse.
Staccato gunfire erupted from above a tin-roofed, single-story building. One of the Bachians sat on a motorised gun turret and belched out fiery rounds into the sky. Three of the drones were hit and crashed to the ground like flaming hailstones. The others split into small groups and skirted round the town.
More gunfire split the air from the rear of the town, and yet more drones crashed to the ground. It was a war zone, or what Gerry thought a war zone was like. He recalled clips he’d seen as a child on a history programme, back when they were allowed free access to TV. So much of what he’d experienced as a child didn’t seem real now, more like a ghost memory… the world, or at least City Earth had changed so much. Did he ever really have a childhood there?
As he followed Gabe through the crowd to yet another lookalike building, he tripped. Something touched his ankle.
A bleeding hand, sporting a red welt, gripped his leg.
“Help—me—please ...”
Cheska grimaced as she pulled herself across the ground like an injured snake.
“Gabe, hold up.”
Gerry bent down to the woman. She already looked like a ghost. Must be the blood loss. “Petal. Help me get her up.”
Gerry wrapped Cheska’s arm around his shoulder and encouraged Petal to do the same. They lifted her and dragged her across the ground. Her useless flapping feet left a dark trail like train tracks as they moved forward.
Gabe stopped, looked back. “What ya doing? Leave her. We need to get going.”
“She’s dying, Gabe. I ain’t leaving her behind. Have a heart.”
“Having a heart gets ya killed, boy.”
“Don’t boy me, old man. You might be dead inside, but I can’t just leave her to perish in a puddle of her own filth. You go ahead without me if you want.”
Gabe shook his head and looked to Petal, who looked away.
“So it’s like that is it? Everything I done for ya both.”
“Enough with the sob story, Gabe. Just get us to this Enna’s place, and Cheska here can go her own way. You’ve made your point. Be the bigger man.”
“He’s right, Gabe,” Petal said. “Besides, she could be useful to us. A little faith won’t hurt, right?”
“For God’s sake. Fine. Just follow me then, but if she tries anything, I’m killing her.”
Gabe spat in the dust, before turning away and leading them through the maelstrom of panicking civilians.
“Thank… you,” Cheska said. “I owe you.”
“You might not survive, darling. Better not make any promises. Just hold on, yeah?” Petal said.
“Thanks. You know, for backing me up. I don’t want to make things difficult between you and Gabe,” Gerry said to Petal.
“Don’t worry about it. He’s a complicated old git. You’ll understand eventually.”
Gabe stopped and pointed across the square.
“Ya see that building across there with a blue circle painted in the door? Well, that’s Enna’s place. I just need to do something first. Petal, you take Gerry and Cheska, and speak with Enna.”
“Where are you going?”
“Just do as I say, girl.”
With that, Gabe sprinted into the darkness and darted behind the building.
“There’s something up with him,” Petal said.
“You only just noticed that now?” Gerry replied.
Cheska began to cough and choke. “I’m dying. Bloody typical. I waited years to lead our group, and I’m done for on the first day.”
Gerry and Petal lifted her from the ground and ran across to the Enna’s building.
They reached the door. It was unlocked and swaying.
Inside, there was only darkness. Silence permeated the place like a heavy curtain. Just the usual hum of computers and cooling fans could be heard. It was coming from beneath them.
“Enna? You here?” Petal called.
Gerry thought he could hear something sliding—or was it shuffling—towards them? Drawing closer, it sounded like something breathing, as if its lungs and throat were full with gravel. It moaned. Gerry wanted to back away, but Cheska’s weight held him in place. The shuffle was just a few metres away.
Petal clicked her lighter on, creating an orb of orange light ahead of them. A twisted, mutated face shot out of the darkness. A pair of pale grey hands thrust out and squeezed Gerry’s neck.
 



Chapter 12
 
Cheska fell to the floor as Gerry reached up to grip the wrists of the hands around his neck. The thumbs pushed against his Adam’s apple. He gagged against the force. He tried breathing through his nose, but his airways were blocked. Swatches of colour and stars appeared in his vision, and danced around the image of that grimacing, hate-filled face.
The flickering light from Petal’s lighter deepened the crags in the thing’s face. Its skin appeared as if made from chalk and dirt. Fingertip sized flakes of skin peeled off and hung like dead confetti.
As the thing moved in closer, its body brushed against Gerry’s gun. Gerry let go of its wrists, pulled his gun from the holster. Pushing the barrel up into its neck, Gerry twisted his head as far away as possible before pulling the trigger.
The sudden crack shattered the silence. A high-pitched whistle drowned out everything. He opened his eyes. The thing’s face and most of its skull had erupted, leaving a clear view into its cranium. Amongst the brain matter and shattered pieces of skull, a black box with wires coming from it was connected to its spinal column, and presumably parts of the brain.
Eventually, the ringing in Gerry’s ears dissipated enough for him to hear voices.
“Don’t shoot that in here.”
The lights came on, blinding Gerry so that all he could see were the fine blood vessels backlit in his eyelids. A soft, feminine hand carefully surrounded his and moved his wrist, so that the gun pointed to the floor. Softer now, the voice spoke in his ear. “Be calm, and quiet. I’m Enna. Follow me.”
Gerry slowly opened his eyes again. Her porcelain skin was entirely without blemish. Her dark, auburn hair flowed in wide ringlets to her shoulders, contrasting starkly with her skin. Emerald green eyes with a mesmerising quality widened with a smile. “Hi,” she said.
“Hello, erm, hi…”
Petal jabbed an elbow into his ribs.
“Hey!”
“Stop staring, and get moving,” Petal said, rolling her eyes.
Enna held a hand out to Petal and helped her further into the room.
“Hello, my darling. You’re looking a little run down,” Enna said to Petal as they walked.
“They’re getting harder to contain. The AIs are evolving. There’s another one… trying to get in…” Petal took a deep breath, unable to finish her sentence.
A sheen of sweat covered her face, and she stumbled over her feet as she was led past a number of chrome-topped workbenches. The room resembled a lab, or a medical theatre: various tube networks and tanks with dark shapes floating in yellow liquid lined the walls.
“Wait, I need help with Cheska,” Gerry said.
“Leave her. She’s dead. For now.” Enna spoke with not a hint of sympathy.
Before he could remonstrate, she added, “Don’t worry about her. She’s one of mine. She’ll be fine. I’ll fix her into another vehicle later.”
“Vehicle?”
“That meat bag you’re walking around in.”
She pointed a finger at the tanks, and he understood. Somehow she was transporting personalities into bodies.
Enna took Petal into an elevator and waved him in urgently.
The small metal box, just big enough for the three of them descended into the ground for what felt like ten minutes. It got to the point where he wondered if it were moving at all. During the journey, Petal’s eyes closed, and a rising panic threatened to overwhelm him.
“Where are you taking us?” Gerry asked.
“My lab. Petal needs urgent medical attention. I see you shot her with ‘Stem. What happened?”
“That was Gabe. I was with her while she was downloading into Old Grey. She collapsed. I didn’t know what to do. I don’t understand any of this.”
“Gerry. Listen to me carefully. I want you to take care of Petal from now on. I fear Gabriel’s code has mutated. He’s acting entirely out of his parameters.”
“What do you mean? You’re talking as if he’s a robot or something.”
“Or something,” she replied. “These two work for me, and I do a certain degree of monitoring to ensure their safety—and the safety of others. They are highly specialised transcendents, and I can’t afford for one of them to go rogue.”
Gerry sighed with frustration. It seemed every question only deepened his misunderstanding. “What’s a transcendent? And more importantly, what the hell was that thing that attacked me?”
“First line of security. I’ve got a lot of valuable things here. I can’t just allow anyone to break in. It was also a transcendent, like Cheska.”
“You mean you’re making artificial humans?”
“Sort of. I build vehicles mostly, and transpose altered personalities into their control centres. They don’t even know they’re ‘dents. They know themselves as real people with real motivations.”
“So are these personalities artificial intelligences?”
“Yes, of a sort, within certain parameters. You won’t understand, and really I don’t have time to explain fully. All you need to know is that Petal isn’t like anything else and I need to keep her alive.”
The elevator jolted to a stop and the doors opened.
The temperature was much lower down here, and goosebumps broke out on Gerry’s skin, despite his heavy coat.
The room itself resembled the one where Gerry had encountered Old Grey. Even down to the smoky atmosphere. Beyond the smoke, a pair of chromed tables dominated the centre of the room.
“Help me with her,” Enna said as she carried Petal to one of the tables.
Together they lifted her up and laid her on her back. Her eyes remained closed, and Gerry had to squint to ensure her chest was still rising and falling.
Enna strapped her down, and like a touch from a mother to her child, wiped Petal’s forehead and tucked a lock of her pink hair behind her ear. Enna took her goggles and placed them carefully on a worktop that lined the side of the room. Above the worktop was a series of cabinets. Various bottles, and pieces of hardware lined the shelves.
“Did you create Petal?”
Enna shook her head. “No, I found her with Gabriel. Realised they were something different and took them under my wing.”
“For what reason? Just who are you and what do you do here?”
“You ask too many questions. Not to mention the wrong ones. All you need to know is that Petal has an innate ability to consume—and hold—for a time, malicious code. Each time she does this, it weakens her. But, we need her: Seca’s getting too bold. Sending too many AIs into the Meshwork. Without her, and Gabriel, we’d be at war with City Earth, and our on-going survival just doesn’t call for that.”
Taking a flask from a cabinet, Enna poured the contents into a syringe before injecting into Petal’s neck. “Don’t worry. It’s a painkiller and antibiotic mixture. She’ll be fine in a few hours. She just needs to rest. Let’s look at you, and then we can discuss a proposal.”
“Do you have a node here I can use? I want to check on the rogue AI.”
“Yes. I can help you with that. But we have matters to discuss first.”
Enna led Gerry to a room just big enough for a pair of sofas. Between them a table held an old-fashioned teapot and china cups—and a plate of chocolate cake. Just like his mother used to make. Enna poured him a cup and handed it to him.
“I noticed your interest pick up when I mentioned Seca. You know of him?” Enna said before taking a sip of her own tea.
Gerry breathed in the steam. It had a mint essence to it, and something else. He didn’t trust it and placed the cup casually back on the table while slicing a hefty wedge of cake.
“I don’t know you. How I can trust you?”
“Given I’ve just injected your best friend, I think it’s a little late to worry about trust.”
She made a fair point. Gerry relaxed into the soft cushion of the sofa and said, “His name came up while we were accessing Old Grey. He’d put in some kind of security to prevent Petal from downloading her various demon AIs.”
“You bypassed it though.” It was a statement, not a question.
“You spied on us?”
“Not really,” Enna said. “That bartender is one of mine and reports back to me any access to Old Grey. I used to deal directly with Bilanko, but she won’t talk with me anymore. Afraid I was going to steal Old Grey from her.”
“So anyway, about Seca. He put in the security, which I bypassed. And he left me a video. Someone has infiltrated Cemprom.” He didn’t mention his betrayal by his wife. It still stung.
“Who’s this infiltrator?” Enna asked.
“He calls himself Jasper. I knew there was something up with him the moment he joined. It seems it was he that helped the demon AI bypass Cemprom’s security and into my boss—with the help of my wife no less.”
“That’s cold.”
“Yeah. It got into Mike’s AIA, and managed to manipulate the lottery algorithm—until we exorcised and contained it. It’s in Old Grey if you want to know more about it.”
“This other AI that you’re tracking—”
“The one aiming for Kuznetski?”
“Yes. It’s not doing that. City Earth would have wiped it out way before it got as far as it has. This tells me two things: Seca’s AIs are getting stronger, and its program is for something else. How safe is the D-Lottery mechanism now?”
“I don’t know. I had to disconnect from my AIA, and since I’m not there now I have no access to Cemprom. I wouldn’t be able to get through anyway. They think I’m a dead man. With Mike out of the way, the place will be on lock down.”
“But Jasper’s still there.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“I’m not sure,” Enna said, now sitting further forward on her sofa. “Ask yourself this: What would Seca gain from having direct access and control over the D-Lottery? And let’s forget the whole Kuznetski thing, because even if he was taken out, so what? City Earth would just cover it up, and install another figurehead. He’s just there for the population to think it’s got a proper government.”
“He could essentially kill anyone still on the network.”
“What if there was no network? What if The Family took control and shut it down?”
“Then the place would have zero security anywhere. That’s the whole point of City Earth. Everything is interconnected.”
“So Seca, and anyone associated with him, could just walk right in and take over?”
“I suppose so, but why? There’re still ways of getting in and out. I’m proof of that.”
“Yes, but only on the fringes. If and when you return, it’s not like you’ll have your regular life back. You still can’t be a dad to your daughters. You’ll still be arrested and executed.”
“So it seems we need to figure out what Seca wants with an entire city.”
He tried not to think too hard about his daughters. It hadn’t been a day and already he missed them so much. Throughout everything that had happened since he left the City, he’d compartmentalised the grief and anguish. He closed his eyes and in his mind tried to put the pain to one side. Tried to reassure himself they were safe and he’d see them again.
“I’ll do you a deal, Gerry. I’ll give you access to my data-stores, because I know you’ve got a bunch of questions you want answering, even if you don’t know what they are yet, and I’ll help you locate Seca so you can find out the reason behind this attack and put a stop to it. In return I want those chips you’re carrying in your pocket.”
“How did you—”
Enna tapped the side of her temple and smiled. “Let’s just say I have intel sources.”
“What’s on these chips that’s so valuable? And this doesn’t feel like a great deal. I give you these chips, risk my life finding and stopping Seca, in return for some information—how do I even now that would be useful? What else can you offer me?”
“You’re forgetting something I’ve already given you.”
“What’s that?”
“Partnering up with Petal. Trust me, she’s as great a gift as anyone in this world could give you. She’s special, Gerry. Real special. Besides, with my help, you’ll likely survive and get to see your kids again.”
She did it. She hit the one thing he couldn’t bargain against. And whether he trusted her or not, it wasn’t a risk he was willing to take in turning down her offer—if it meant seeing his girls again. Still, he played it cool.
“You didn’t answer me. What’s so important about these chips?”
“What does it matter to you? You can’t use them. Look. Do you want to know about your real family? About your childhood? Who and what you really are? I can get all that information. It’s what I do. You thought Bilanko was a dealer of info? She’s an amateur compared to me. All I want is those chips.”
“Humour me. I’m intrigued.”
“They’re from the hacker, right?”
“Yes. I took them from a badly made transdermal implant.”
She nodded. “Yup, that sounds like one of Seca’s. He’s in too much of a hurry to do anything properly. He’s sending out AIs and hackers before they’re ready, before they’re capable. Which for us, right now, is a good thing. But the latest AIs have nearly taken down the Meshwork and well, you’ve seen the damage one can do it if it can inside one of your people’s AIAs.”
“Seca’s just a coder?”
“Just? No. He’s more of a system designer. He employs coders to build his viruses and AIs. That’s why I want the chips, to study his processes, find out more about what he’s doing. I want to know how he made the chips. I want to help you, Gerry.”
Mulling it over, he didn’t really see what his options were. The chips were useless to him, and both Gabe and Petal trusted this woman, and if there was a chance she could help, and that he could reunite with is family it made sense. Gerry took the chips from his pocket and handed them over. “Here. You’ve got a deal.”
“That’s my boy.”
“Now can I have access to your node? Or would you rather I begged?”
Enna gave him a quick smile. “Follow me.”
She led Gerry through a door behind her sofa into a similar sized, and styled, room. This one, however, featured a number of terminals that to Gerry seemed like the ones installed in Gabriel and Petal’s room. Though she didn’t have the same elaborate chairs—eschewing them for more comfortable armchairs—there were patch cables hooked up to the flat terminal screens. Two were already switched on and streams of code flowed in an ever downward scrolling pattern.
“Take a seat.”
“What are we doing?” Gerry asked as he sat opposite Enna.
She passed him a cable and plugged one in her own neck port. “We’re going to do a little experiment. I want to have a look inside you and see what freaked out Bilanko. And yes. I saw that too. Surveillance is kind of my thing.”
“Voyeurism you mean.”
Her lips pursed and turned up into a slight smile.
“It never hurts to look, Mr Cardle.”
“Depends on what you’re looking at.” His mind, against his will, turned to that damned video again. But he soon extinguished those painful scenes as he plugged his cable in and was transported to a Virtual Reality projection.
A blanket of white enclosed him. A few meters ahead stood a tall figure wearing a long, flowing ball gown. He looked down at himself. He wore a tuxedo and dress shoes.
“Virtual Reality? Really? Isn’t this all a bit old fashioned? What are we doing here?”
The avatar opposite him approached him and took his hands into a dance stance.
“You can dance the waltz, can’t you, Mr Cardle?”
“Not really. You’ll have to lead.”
Enna did just that. Dancing with him across the floor at an increasing speed, until they left the ground altogether, and with a crude graphical transition, broke through the ceiling and into a dark, starry night.
“I want to show you something. Then I need you to put your skills to work.”
In the far distance, a pin-head of white light shone brighter than any star. It grew larger as they drew nearer, and Gerry recognised it as City Earth—or at least a basic graphical representation of the Dome. They approached closer, and he noticed a stain at the zenith of the Dome.
“That… thing is the AI trying to access Kuznetski’s AIA. Purdy ain’t it?” Enna said with a mock Western accent Gerry had remembered from an old film.
Gerry floated his avatar down lower to make out the details. Thick tentacles spread out across the acrylic glass panels of the Dome. The many suckered arms culminated into a central, bulbous sac, which expanded and collapsed rhythmically.
“It’s just a fancy graphic interpretation,” Enna explained. “A way for me to interact via the Meshwork. We’re riding Gabe and Petal’s network. We’re gonna do a little slice and dice.”
“Why don’t we just contain it, like all the other AIs Petal captured?”
“I want to study this one. Now, I’d like for you to hook into its data stream and disable it, but not kill it. I want it to continue to run so I can observe it, but I want you to disarm any weapons it might be carrying.”
“Wait. Here in VR space, if I can disarm that thing, then surely it can—”
“Harm you? Yes. Of course. But you have real talent, Gerry. I’ve seen it. I can see in you what Bilanko saw, and I think this won’t pose too much bother to you… hopefully.”
“Hopefully? Look, I don’t want my consciousness lost and floating about in some antiquated VR system.”
“You’ll be fine. I’ll be watching anyway. Have a sense of adventure! Get to work, old boy.”
“On one condition.”
“You and your deals and conditions. It’s like you’ve been spending time with Gabe or something. Okay, what do you want?”
“Explain to me what you, and Bilanko, saw in my head.”
“Sure. I don’t fully understand it, but I’ll tell you what I know. Afterwards.” Enna reached out and grabbed his avatar and flung him at the squid-like thing on the Dome.
He crashed into the 3D model and his own avatar flickered as the VR system struggled to draw the graphics. Inside the model he saw the data flow into the city. The system represented these as brown paper packages the size of shoe boxes floating through transparent tubes, which run from the top of the Dome and down into the various building settlements of the city. Curiously there was no data—or packages—coming the other way. Whatever the AI wanted, it certainly wasn’t taking anything away.
Scanning the thing took just a few seconds of thought. Gerry imagined a number of Helix based commands and sent them floating towards the AI. These were represented by tridents. The weapons slammed into the creature, and through their metal poles, sent lightning back to Gerry’s avatar. He sighed. “Are this pointless graphics really necessary? It’d be much quicker if I just patched in remotely.”
“Shush! It’s fun. Less talk, more extraction, code-monkey.”
Eventually, through the slow graphical process, Gerry got his first look at the AI’s code. It didn’t appear to be particularly elegant or clever. A library of functions ran sequentially sending out data packets of information. Gerry attached his consciousness to one of the packages and looked inside. They weren’t encrypted, or Enna had somehow bypassed the encryption through the VR system. On each data parcel, Seca’s ID blazed like a beacon. Unsurprising, Gerry thought. The data inside, however, appeared to be unreadable.
Running through all his known algorithms and encryption models, Gerry failed in deciphering the data. He only discovered that it was some kind of search string.
“I can’t read it. But it’s looking for something. There’s no data coming back to it, so I’m assuming it hasn’t found what it’s searching for.”
“Hum. That’s rather dull. Try and kill it.”
The data parcels came from specific tentacles. Gerry followed the trajectory to one in particular that pumped out the most of these parcels. He spun a malicious piece of attack code designed to overwhelm the AI and effectively turn its processing in on itself into an infinite and inescapable loop. A bright, fiery red trident appeared in his hand, which he launched at the beast.
His program ran, and he watched as the code ripped into the AI, but nothing happened.
“You think it’d be that easy?” A disembodied voice echoed around his VR audio system.
“To whom am I speaking?”
“My maker labelled me Architeuthis—the great eyes of the ocean. I already know you, Gerry Cardle.”
“What do you want?” Gerry asked.
“That’s quite the philosophical question, Gerry. Does something ‘artificial’ like me want anything at all? Or are we just the tools of our makers? I have instructions to carry out—which you can’t know, but as an individual, do I have free will?”
“Why not try it out? Stop your instructions.”
The AI quietened, and the data flow slowed, but didn’t stop. It was as if the thing was actually thinking—and considering Gerry’s proposal.
“Let me ask you, Gerry. What is it that you want?”
“To stop you. Keep my family and my city safe.”
“It’s far too late for all that. Don’t you feel like an insignificant bug in a maelstrom of chaos?”
“No. Why do you ask?”
A high-pitched tone blasted through Gerry’s VR connection, and all in front him a series of wild and chaotic fractal images crashed against his neural receptors. He yanked the cable from his neck and fell forwards out of his chair onto the carpeted floor. Sweat dripped from his forehead and he shook all over.
A cold pair of hands touched his neck and he spun round.
“What happened?” Gerry said.
Enna smiled down at him. “That was really impressive. You got it to interact. The closest Gabe has ever come is a cursing match with all his biblical nonsense. Thinks these AIs are real evil. All that bible stuff is just code, you know. Sorry I’m rambling. I’ve not been this excited since I made my first self-aware sexbot.”
“So what does that mean then? Just because I got it talking doesn’t get us any further along with understanding what it’s trying to do. Even Old Grey spoke to me. Is it really that uncommon?”
“Old Grey was designed for interaction. That’s her interface model. These AIs, or demons, are designed for one thing only: malicious code. What this means, Gerry, is that it’s evolving. Or at least the coders are evolving. And it meant I got a good look at what you can do. Your code-spinning is incredible. I’ve never seen anyone program that fast and fluid.”
Gerry sat and shrugged his shoulders. “It’s just what I do. I didn’t think it was anything particularly special. And that reminds me. I upheld my end of the bargain, for what good it’s done, would you mind me telling what you and Bilanko have seen?”
“Sure, but first, your code did in fact work, despite the VR’s representation. I didn’t know, but that damned AI hacked it while talking with you. Incredible, huh?”
“That could just mean it accomplished what it needed and kicked us out. You’ll have to scan the Meshwork and see if it’s still trying to get in.”
“It got in without too much trouble… I’ve got a sample of the data and will analyse while you go about your mission. I should have some results in a day or two. But for now, it seems benign.”
Enna paced across the room to a terminal, entered some commands, and whistled a light melody for a few seconds. She turned to Gerry. “Its gone. Uninstalled, destroyed, whatever.”
“Well, you keep scanning, I doubt it could be that easy.”
“What? Given the skills I saw, that was no easy feat. Which brings me to my end of the bargain. Now, I don’t want any questions because I don’t have the answers. I’ve never seen anything like it before in my life, but this thing inside you… is another being.”
“Being? As in life form?”
“Yeah. Another consciousness, or at least another level working independently.” Enna held up her hand to prevent Gerry from asking any more questions. “You know as much as I do at this stage. I promise I’ll look into this more, and if I found out anything I’ll let you know.”
Two raps on the door followed Gabe’s muffled voice. “Ready when you guys are.”
“Get yourself together, Gerry. I have a new toy to show you. And you have a mission to complete.”
“But about this—”
Shooting him a glare, Enna shook her head. “All in good time, Gerry. You’ll get your answers eventually. I promise.”
Enna helped Gerry to his feet and led him out of the room. Gabe was already turning the corner at the end of the corridor. In the distance, Gerry could hear a low rumble of machinery.
It sounded like a turbine. A high-pitched whine atop a thunderous bass note. The ground beneath Gerry’s feet rumbled.
“Your transportation, as agreed,” Enna said.
She led them through her underground labyrinth to an aircraft hanger. It was designed for just a single vehicle built to carry up to six people. It flew like a helicopter, but didn’t have any rotors. Instead, a pair of side-mounted omni-directional jet propulsion VTOL engines gave it incredible manoeuvrability.
Its black matte finish allowed almost any kind of radar to pass right through it with external and internal ray retention and expulsion systems. Beyond that, Gerry’s attention switched off as Enna continued to wax lyrical about her wonderful vehicle.
It was of mostly Russian design, Enna told him. She called it a Jaguar, after some old car company. She managed to procure from an ex-military vehicle dealer from beyond the Russian border, beyond the mountains. There, a small facility specialised in getting vehicles up and running. Mostly the ones that were never switched on, or used during the EMP attacks, and so their electronics were mostly intact. Yet another revelation to rock his foundations; more people, more survivors just over the mountains that separated Russia and their current position in northern Mongolia.
Petal, wearing her goggles, and looking bright and perky since waking from her medication, stood next to Gerry. Standing across from them, Gabriel regarded Gerry with a knowing look. A slight nod of the head as if to pass the baton. There was no malice from him, just an acceptance that Enna had decided to pair Petal with Gerry. Enna said she had plans for Gabe, and he’d be better on his own. She said Gerry and Petal were better suited to each other—had a natural affinity and a shared skill-set.
“Where did you go? Gerry shouted across to Gabe.
“Just needed to fix my shoulder, man. Are ya ready to get Seca?”
“Quicker we set off, the quicker I can get back to my family.”
If he said it enough, eventually he would truly believe. For now, it was just a vague notion.
Gerry helped Petal into the back of the Jaguar, sat on the bench seat, and strapped himself in.
A metal strong-box containing flasks of purified water and soy protein cakes sat behind the rear seats in a storage locker. Along with a pair of shotguns and two boxes of shells. He hoped it won’t come to that. He’d already seen such a lot of violence since he left the Dome, but something told him it was far from the last. He existed in a new world now. A world with new rules: kill or be killed apparently.
Gabe took the pilot’s seat. Enna peered in from the other side, handed Gabe a HackSlate, and patted him on the knee.
Gabe winked at her before closing the gull-wing door with a satisfying clunk. Flicking switches and gesturing on the HackSlate, Gabe started the Jaguar on its ascent up the tunnel. The tunnel’s sides were smooth, as if made of glass, and lit either side by a dotted strip of white light, which soon blurred to a continuous line as they picked up speed. Gerry closed his eyes tight and gripped the edge of the bench seat as his stomach cramped and became heavy with the G-force. Every muscle tensed against the upward motion, until they breached the open top of the tunnel and hovered over the ground.
Stars blinked and then blurred as Gabe tipped the front of the Jaguar downwards and activated the main jets, sending the vehicle forward with great speed. Looking out of the window, Gerry watched the building-top lights of GeoCity-1 shrink. He could just make out black dots scuttle between buildings.
“That feels better,” Petal said.
“What does?”
“Leaving that hell hole behind. Thanks, by the way. For getting me to Enna in time.”
Words wouldn’t come, so he just smiled back. So many questions came to mind, but he wasn’t sure he wanted the answers. Did she know what she was? Did she know what he was? Was she happy being paired with him? The dynamics had changed, and he felt awkward asking her these questions with Gabe sitting up front. In such a short time, things had taken on a considerably different aspect. Already he felt like a veteran ready for a war. Gabe seemed to sense his thought process.
“Why don’t ya’s get some sleep? Enna’s GPS data says we’re at least four hours from the Meshwork node of Seca’s last known activity. She says the chips contained some metadata generating from an old super-computer. Beyond the sludge is another settlement.”
“I thought nothing survived the Cataclysm?”
“There’s a few places out there, man.”
“What do you know about Seca?” Gerry asked.
“Only what Enna has told me. Why d’ya ask?”
“No reason. Just wondering if on your travels you’d heard the name before.”
“Nah, man. As far as I know, he’s just some crazed hacker. We’ll see, I guess.”
Gerry dropped the line of enquiry, satisfied that either Gabe was lying about knowing Seca, given that he used to work for him, or he really did lose his mind like Enna said. He hoped it was the latter, the consequences of the former only meant bad news, and yet he couldn’t shake the idea that Gabe was delivering him and Petal into a lion’s den. Despite the anxiety, he closed his eyes and let the tiredness seep through his muscles.
Before sleep completely took him, he was aware of Petal holding his hand, and his dermal implant buzzed gently. She was sending him a message via their VPN. He couldn’t make it out, so just squeezed her hand as if to confirm that he was there for her.
 



Chapter 13
 
The Jaguar rocked violently. Gerry woke with a start. Petal’s face stared just centimetres from him and reflected his own wide-eyed panic at the rapid changing of direction.
“We’re going down! They hacked our navigation.” Gabriel wrestled with the controls but couldn’t steer the Jaguar away from its descent towards a narrow valley carved between red, dusty flat-topped mountains.
“Who’s hacked us?” Petal shouted above the wind and whining engines.
“Hell if I know.”
The sun was rising above the ridge, casting the chasm into a golden, scarlet glow.
Gerry accessed his VPN connection with Petal. He branched out through a secure port to the Jaguar, tried to monitor the data of the Jaguar’s system, but was instantly crashed out with a high-pitched screech in his communicator.
Involuntarily snapping his head away, Gerry slid across the bench seat, but the strapping held him before he could smash into the window as the aircraft lurched to its side, banking hard and down into a tight twist.
The ground spun and raced towards him. Amongst the movement, he noticed a number of black spots lined up aside a brown, sludge-like river at the bottom of the valley. Next to the black spots, a series of dust devils swarmed up into the sky. Ahead of the dust trails were heavy, four and six-wheeled vehicles not dissimilar to those driven by the Bachians. Only these were far less jerry-rigged.
“We’re gonna crash, Gabe, do something,” Petal said, her eyes growing wider still as she took in the scene.
“It’s useless. These damn things are on rails. It ain’t responding.” Gabe yanked at the yoke and flicked switches to no avail.
The Jaguar slowed its fall before landing on a wide patch of dirt next to the sludge river, which flowed on slow, fat currents.
Gerry breathed slowly, waited for his head to stop spinning. Outside, three flat-bed trucks approached, carrying groups of people shrouded in black cloth.
On the back of the middle truck, a flagpole rose three meters into the air. A red and yellow flag, tattered and dotted with holes, whipped behind in the warm air.
The flag-bearing truck pulled up right beside the Jaguar: one man, wearing a featureless chromed mask and carrying a HackSlate, stepped down and stood at Gabe’s door. Three more people appeared: two men and a woman. They wore cloth half-masks over their mouths, and stood behind their apparent leader.
The two men both carried a pair of pistols, while the woman was armed with a long-barrelled rifle and scopes. She tapped the side of the gun and a mono-pod extended to strike the dusty ground. She bent at the rifle and aimed it at Gerry.
Chrome Mask gestured on the HackSlate. The gull-wing doors of the Jaguar opened, and he beckoned them out.
“Get out. The vehicle’s ours now.”
“What the hell is this, Gabe?” Gerry asked, not moving. Scared to stay where he was, and scared to go out into the unknown.
“Hell knows. I ain’t ever been this way before! Probably just survivors looking for resources.”
They seemed far too professional for simple looters. The denizens of GeoCity-1 were far rougher than this lot, and they had the relative safety of their town. Out here, beyond the sludge, there was reputed to be nothing—not since the Cataclysm anyway.
Chrome Mask turned to the woman with the heavy rifle and flicked his thumb towards the Jaguar. Before any of them had time to react, a shell scraped across the top of the aircraft, leaving a wide gash in the surface. The crack echoed around the valley, deafening them all. Gerry’s ears rang with a metallic shriek.
Gabe shifted across and jumped down from the Jaguar. He raised his hand and helped Petal down, before Gerry followed.
The woman looked up at him, sneered, and bent back down below the scopes. Her finger moved to the trigger. Chrome Mask’s hand raised. Gerry’s heart thudded out a tempo as if counting down. He closed his eyes fully expecting to be blasted to pieces. But a hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him towards one of the trucks. He was placed next to Gabe and Petal on a bench. Surrounding them, more of the same black-cloth, half-masked people sat staring, not saying a word. The truck belched into life, sending a plume of black smoke into the warm morning air and jolted off down the valley.
Gerry turned to Petal. “So much for Enna’s plan then.”
“Plans never mean anything, Gez. We’ll sort it out,” Petal said.
Gerry then turned to the nearest person in black. “Who the hell are you people? Can you speak? What do you want with us?”
No answer.
Behind him, the Jaguar’s engines roared to life, and the aircraft flew ahead of them.
The truck trundled down the valley, following the path of the Jaguar. After a few kilometres, they had rounded the mountain completely, and the river grew wide and shallow. Brown sludge lapped slowly at rocks at the river’s edge. Beyond the river a great canyon yawned open, and ahead of them a dirt road led to a city—an old city, perhaps even a dead one.
A series of high-rise buildings leant over as if they were about to fall. Their sides were charred and gouged by something explosive. Wire mesh sprung out of the concrete at obtuse angles like petrified spiders’ webs. Rusted claws of rebar fingers reached for the sky.
Tattered signs, with words long-since abraded by the desert winds, hung from bent posts, creating a tunnel, which led to a previously wealthy city district. Buildings that would have once been aspiring glass monuments stood like metal skeletons next to older, more basic concrete constructs.
They travelled down what Gerry thought of as a high street. Smoke rose in a single column. The two trucks ahead of them stopped in front of an old, grand building. Their truck approached behind before stopping. Chrome Mask got out of the cabin. He pointed at Gerry. “You three stay where you are.” He then beckoned his people to follow him into the building, and they were left alone in the back of the truck.
The place was quiet, like all places Gerry suspected were after such devastation: the quiet of the dead. He stood, looked around, and thought about running, when a series of green dots appeared at his feet. Looking up he traced the laser beam—illuminated by the rakish angle of the sun and the dusty particulate in the air—to a series of five shadows in the windows of a tall burnt-out building.
“Wouldn’t be that easy, Gez,” Petal said with a shrug.
“What now then?”
“Y’aint gonna do nothin’ with them on ya. Just chill, man. They’d have killed us if they didn’t want us for something. Sit down. Rest. It’ll all shake out in the end.”
“Do you know what’s happening here?” Gerry said, wondering why Gabe was so calm about it all.
Gabe’s eyebrows knitted together with incredulity.
“What ya suggestin’ here, man? Ya think I’d plan this—whatever this is?”
A gunshot silenced them.
Chrome Mask approached the rear of the vehicle and spoke, his voice muffled but still understandable.
“Get off the truck, and follow me. Slowly.”
Together they did as they were told. Like a ridiculous superstition, Gerry tried not to step on the dancing green dots. As if touching one would bring down a bullet.
He jumped off the back of the truck and looked at Chrome Mask close up. Inside those dark eye-holes he saw a bright blue eye, staring, unblinking. The man reached up and slowly removed his mask.
When he raised his head, Gerry gasped.
One eye had rotted out. In its place just a scabbed, black sore sat, seeping a thick pus. Thick folds of skin twisted by burns covered his face. His lips turned up, creating a permanent sneer. Blackened nubs lined rotten gums, and a swollen tongue sat limply inside his mouth. Gerry looked away, unable to bear the sight.
“Who are you? What do you want with us?” Gerry asked.
The man replaced his mask and his voice, deep and gravelly, laced with pain spoke, “Where were you going?”
Gerry looked to Gabe, then to Petal for some guidance. None was coming. They looked as baffled at this man as Gerry felt. He tried to think of a convincing lie, but where else was there to go? He couldn’t exactly say he was out for a spot of shopping or a trip to the park. Though clearly, there were more places out here in the supposed Abandoned Lands than anyone had let on previously. Or The Family had let on. How many more lies had they told the population? How many more places were hidden from those in City Earth? Was the Cataclysm not as all-encompassing as they were told?
Gerry sighed, felt let down by the lack of support from Gabe and Petal.
“To a settlement is all. Just trying to get by, you know? Like the rest of you.”
“You’re lying,” the man said. “I’ll ask you again. This time, if you don’t tell me the truth I’ll have all three of you shot.”
“Hey,” Gabe said. “Calm the hell down. There ain’t no need for any of this.”
“We’re just hackers,” Petal said. “Looking for work. We we’re on our way to a job. Some small place up by the Russian border. Nothing special.”
Chrome Mask shook his head and a rattling laugh came wetly from his throat.
“Just because I’m not whole like you, you think I’m stupid?”
“No, no, not at all,” Gerry said, giving Petal a glare. “We didn’t mean—”
“Let me put you all out of your misery,” the man said, standing back.
“No!” Gerry said, reaching out for him. “Please—”
“I meant,” the man said, “I know where you were going. You don’t have to come up with these ridiculous stories. No need for lies. I know more than you realise. We’ve been tracking your communications for the last few hours.”
“You hacked us?” Gabe said.
Chrome Mask squinted with a smile. “Yeah. We’re not without skills out here. How do you think we’ve survived this long?”
“So what now?” Gerry asked. “What is it you want with us?”
“I know where it is.”
Petal stepped forward, bent her head slightly. “Where what is?”
“The node you seek. And I also know who usually accesses it. And now I’m left wondering whether you work for him—or if not, what your intentions are. I see your friend here is different to… everyone.” He pointed a gloved finger at Gerry. “Your code is strange.”
Gerry accessed his dermal implant, realised he was being scanned, and shut it down. Whoever this person was, they were an adept hacker. Gerry didn’t even notice he’d got in. And now that familiar feeling of violation was back.
“I’m just a guy. Look, you’ve got our vehicle, why don’t you just let us go? Maybe tell us where this Meshwork node is, and we can be on our way?”
“Yeah, man, we ain’t lookin’ to do no harm out here. Ya seem to have got ya ’selves organised, ya don’t need to be messin’ with us.” Gerry noticed Gabe lean hard on his right boot heel, priming his weapon. Gerry didn’t want that, didn’t want that in the slightest. As quick as Gabe was, Gerry doubted he’d be quick enough for the snipers. And as Gerry thought that, he saw the green laser dot creep its way across the ground, up Gabe’s leg, past his chest, to where it rested on his forehead.
“Don’t be a hero, old man,” Chrome Mask said. “I’ll do you three a deal. I’ll take you to the node, if you agree to do something for me in return.”
“What do you want?” Petal asked. “You want to hire us for a job?”
“Software,” he replied. “A self-executing, viral payload. You see, you might think of us as survivors, but really, we’re victims. A plague has eaten most of my people, and I’d like to get the vaccine. Only the one who created it has kept it to themselves, and don’t much feel like sharing with us Upsiders. And we can’t do too much about it, being personae non gratae, and stuck out here on the sludge borders. But you,” Chrome Mask jabbed a finger into Gerry’s chest, “You, my odd fellow, with your shifting, mutating code, you’re different enough that I believe you could get passed their security. Deliver my program.”
“Who exactly are you referring to?” Gerry asked as Petal gripped his hand.
“Seca and his little group of psychopaths. I’m assuming that’s why you want the node, huh? He’s been getting a little frisky on the Meshwork with his artificial evils lately. The node you seek has direct access to City Earth—I’m sure you know that by now. The Family don’t know about it though, old Seca piggybacked their network while they were still building that Dome. He’s clever. Insane, but clever.”
“You called yourself an Upsider. What do you mean? What exactly is this place? What happened?”
“Ah, that’s the question right there… what’s your name?”
“Gerry. Yours?”
“You can call me Len. See, everyone refers to it as the Cataclysm. That’s what The Family teaches all you Dome people. They’re kind of being honest, but as with everything they do, it’s not the whole of the truth. Look, I don’t mean to freak you people out, but you’ve got to understand how tough it is outside of the Dome.”
Gabe and Petal snorted. “You don’t need to tell us,” Petal said. “We’ve been out long enough to know all that. The only thing that is freaking me out is that damned scopes twitching about us. Wanna call them off?”
“They’ll stay for the time being. Trust is a two street and I only travel one way.”
Gerry looked at him square in the eyes. “If we can help you, then we will, but you need to give us some slack first. Show us the node.” He just wanted to find the damn thing and get back to the Dome. Since leaving the City he’d not felt right, as if he was constantly swimming against an ever-stronger tide, and frankly he was sick of it and fast running out of patience.
“Fine,” the man said. “But any one of you takes a step out of line and your brains will be but fragments on the wind. Do you understand?”
They all nodded. Gabe gripped Petal’s arm and gave Chrome Mask a wide grin.
Len gestured a single finger across his slate in a circular motion, and the green dots winked out of existence. Gerry looked up. Saw nothing in the windows.
Across the street, under a tattered canopy, a partially shattered glass door opened.
“Come on then. Meet Omega, the node you seek.”
 
***
 
Len opened the door and stood aside to let Gabe, Petal, and Gerry through. He led them through an old hotel lobby. Its floor tarnished and charred, its wallpaper diseased with smoke damage, and its light fixtures melting as if exposed to extreme temperatures.
It was cool inside. Quiet too. Like a mausoleum. Gerry had only ever been in one: his parents’. Though that was much smaller—just big enough for two sarcophagi.
A tingling in the back of Gerry’s head sent a shudder down his spine as if he’d just been plugged into a power source. His thoughts became lighter. The slow, heavy thoughts of his non-AIA brain quickened, and he started to feel like his old self again. There was something else. The only way he could think of it was a permanently morphing fog surrounding him, almost as if it were reaching out towards him.
They quickly ascended a spiral staircase, dodging broken stairs and gaping holes as they kept up with Len’s urgent strides. He loped like a great dog.
Two more black-clothed people stood aside the entrance to a hallway. Both leaned against the wall wearily, their guns hanging by the sides. They nodded curtly as Len passed them.
“Here. No.24.”
Len entered a code on the keypad and the door creaked open. “Go inside.”
The hairs on the back of Gerry’s arms rippled—both from the cold and something more primal. One does not simply enter an unknown room in a strange hotel without the lizard-brain amygdala kicking out its survival signals.
The place stunk of steam and mould.
Within the gloom, a bright, blue neon light glowed from behind a paper screen. In front, and sitting opposite each other on tattered sofas, were three more people wearing the same black cloth outfit and face masks. Gerry unconsciously held his breath as he walked in, wondering if the masks were needed to breath properly in this steam, which now he was fully enveloped within, felt cold and wet.
He swallowed, breathed slowly through his nostrils.
Gabe and Petal followed him inside.
“I recognise this,” Petal whispered to Gerry. “It’s just like Old Grey’s room. Keeps the CPUs cool.”
“Is it safe to breathe in ‘ere?” Gabe said, approaching one of the men on the sofas.
The figure didn’t answer, didn’t move. Even when Gabe reached out to grab the man, it just sat there. Gabe’s hand went right through it, causing ripples of holographic pixels to flow from around his hand.
“Please excuse my rudeness. These images won’t hurt you: I just like their company.” Len closed the door behind him and approached the paper screen as the hologram peeled away and morphed into another figure standing by a partially curtained window.
“It also doesn’t hurt to have some figures walking about, just in case, you know?”
“In case of what?” Gabe said, frowning. “What are you so scared of?”
“Who. Not what. The Undersiders of course. They want this.”
He pulled the screen back and revealed a matte black box as big as a wardrobe. A multitude of wires wormed out from its rear and trailed across the hotel room’s floor.
“It’s the node,” Gerry said as he rushed forward to it. He touched his hand against its thrumming chassis. The weird tingling sensation in his head and spine matched rhythms with the node, like two opposing tides becoming one, waves growing larger and faster. Sickness overcame him, and he fell to his knees.
“Gez, what’s wrong?” Petal placed a cool hand on the back of his neck. “You’re burning…”
Gerry swallowed, kept his eyes closed, tried to ride out the sick feeling. And as quick as it came upon him, it went away, leaving him feeling as if he’d been shocked by a stun-baton again. The holograms had risen from their seated position and now formed a protective circle around the node.
They stared silently with an implied malevolence like a sleeping snake.
“What’s so special about this computer?” Gerry asked.
“I take it you’ve heard of Old Grey?” Len responded as he stepped forward.
“Are you saying this is the same model? An old-school AI?”
Len shook his head. “No, this has no intelligence that I can find, and yet…” He trailed off, apparently unsure of how to explain.
“Yet what?” Gerry urged him to continue.
“And yet, Seca has killed many of us Upsiders for it. It’s the backbone of the entire Meshwork. His main access into City Earth. Without it, he would be severely crippled. It’s his launchpad.”
“And you let him access it freely?” Gerry stood, shook his head with disbelief. “Why don’t you just switch it off, and prevent Seca from accessing it?”
“Don’t you think I’ve tried?”
Gerry exhaled hard. “How can he access it without power?”
“Look.” Len walked Gerry to the rear of the machine. “There is no power supply. You can’t switch it on or off. It cannot be killed with EMP like what killed every other computer on the planet during the Cataclysm. It generates its own source somehow. Probably some kind of mega fuel cell or reactor. It created and maintains the Meshwork, but when you log in—which it allows freely—there’s no AI in there, or at least none that I can find. Just an old pre-Cataclysm operating system from AppSoft.
“The damn thing is indestructible. And I make it my mission to keep it out of Seca’s hands as much as possible. He still has remote access occasionally, but I’ve found that if I keep it moving, it causes him problems.”
“Will you let me access it? To find Seca’s location.”
Len dropped his shoulders, breathed in. Considered.
Across the room, standing in front of the windows, Gabe circled one of the holograms, poked at it, and made its form shimmer. Other than that odd effect, there was no way of telling they weren’t corporeal meat bodies. Still, Gerry wondered just how much of a defence they could be. Not being solid makes it somewhat difficult to wield a weapon or stop someone.
“Yes, but you must do something for me in return. The payload. I need you to install it in Seca’s network. None of my hackers are capable to bypass his security. But you’re different… there’s something about you. Something I think will help you crack his firewalls.”
“What does it do?”
“It’ll crack the security on the main compound where he keeps his vaccines and food resources. It’ll hopefully shut down most of the servers that control the drones, cameras and locks. Once that has been bypassed, I’ll have a couple of my people on stand-by to break in and get the resources we need.”
Gabe turned away from the hologram and regarded Len with a pointing finger. “Look, man, ya could be setting us up with some dodgy bioSoft. How do we know it ain’t gonna fry our brains? I’ve been on the wrong end of some shifty viruses in the past, and let me tell ya now, I ain’t having none of that again.”
The man took off his mask, exposing the mutated face and bloated tongue. Gerry wanted to look away from the sight of Len’s disfigured lips twisting awkwardly as he spoke.
“Take a good look. This is the work of Seca and his buddies at The Family.”
“His buddies? He’s one of The Family?” Gerry asked, stunned.
“Yes. They instigated the Cataclysm. Poisoned the land, and made all our parents freaks giving birth to more freaks, until all the interbreeding created people like me. People made to live Upside scratching for survival among the dust.” Len’s face sneered with hatred as he worked up into a rage.
“All the while he, and his people, retreated to an underground city safe from the bombs and the poisons. For decades he’s lived there, rebuilding himself, living luxuriously while everyone on the surface fights each other for safe territory and resources. And now his ego has grown too big!
“He wants revenge for being left behind by The Family as their experiment got out of hand and they built a Dome for their precious offspring. But what about us? What about our children that no longer live beyond a few weeks before their mutated genes kill them, or twist them into hideous shapes? Who’s going to look after us? It’s all right for you Dome people living a life of complete safety and privilege as The Family’s playthings. All your wants and needs are taken care of, while the rest of us are forsaken.”
Gerry tried to interject, ask some questions. The details were too much, too fast. But Len was frothing at the mouth as he continued his tirade.
“And now he wants to bring a war to us again. As if we haven’t suffered enough! No, I can’t stand idly by and watch us die out. All there will be left is AI ‘borgs and robots. No more humans. Do you understand? No more humans! You take my payload, and release it in his network. Then we’ll see who’ll survive a Cataclysm once we mount an offensive!”
“Dude, just chill. We’ll do it,” Petal said.
Gerry spun round. Petal stared back at him as if to say ‘trust me.’
Gabe nodded at Gerry. He had no option but to agree. He wanted to just get this done as quickly as possible so that he could run all the ramifications through his head. Despite his newly active and faster working brain, it was still too much of an info dump to understand what was really being said.
Len reached into his jacket pocket, took out a DigiCard and a piece of paper, and handed them to Gabe. “When you get to Darkhan, look for an alehouse called ‘The Blighty.’ It’ll be safe for you if you show them that piece of paper. They’ll know what it is and what you need to do. The landlady will give you access to a secure node. Beyond that, you’re on your own.”
Len replaced his mask, turned his back, and approached the door. As he walked out he turned and regarded Gerry. “She’s all yours. You’ve got five minutes. Don’t get distracted when you’re inside. Get in and get out. I don’t want your Helix signature floating about on my nodes.”
With that he closed the door and left them alone—apart from the hologram guards who now split into multiple copies of themselves until they were six standing in a ring around the computer, and Gerry. Petal and Gabe made to move into the circle with Gerry, but as they moved towards the holograms, a piercing green line of laser light created a ringed barrier. Petal moved closer, until the beam touched her leather jacket, burning it instantly.
“What’s the hell?” Petal said. The holograms turned in unison. Their eyes glowed.
“Be quick, man,” Gabe said backing off and dragging Petal away.
Gerry swallowed, approached what he thought was the front of the machine and touched his hand to the warm chassis. Unsure of what to do, he turned to ask Gabe or Petal for some guidance, when a stabbing pain shot through his brain, switched off his vision, and conjured an image of old-fashioned computer screen in his mind. A pair of folder icons sat on the right-hand side of a dull blue-grey background. He mentally requested the opening of the one marked ‘logs’, and as he thought it, a pointer graphic moved across the screen, clicked the folder and a set of files sprung open, arranged in date order. He opened the most recent and read the contents. A single line stuck out like a beacon:
—Darkhan:SIP:800:9220:892—D-185-%SECA—
It was a location registration with the same ID number as the file on Old Grey.
That’s it. Seca’s location.
Gerry committed the numbers to memory and converted them to map points. He closed the file and the folder and requested a log-out. The computer disconnected him and he found himself on his back looking up at the glowing eyes of the hologram guards.
“Time’s up,” one of them said, before its eyes glowed even brighter.
How could that have been five minutes? It felt like split seconds. Where had the time gone? And more worryingly: what had he, or the server, been doing during that time? He shook his head and backed away from the guards until he rejoined Gabe and Petal.
“Got it?” Gabe asked.
“Yeah, I got a lead on his location.”
 



Chapter 14
 
The sun blazed like a beacon of hope high above them as their truck, kindly offered to them by Len, for three thousand bins, trundled across the black, scorched earth towards the city of Darkhan.
They were heading for a small district on the outskirts: a place the Upsiders had made their own. Len had dealt with this other group a number of times, developed a solid and trustworthy relationship with them, which enabled him to trade resources, and more importantly, get information on Seca and his group’s movements and plans.
It was from that location they would be able to infiltrate Darkhan’s tightly controlled security and gain access to a storage unit that contained the vaccines. Or at least that was the plan. Len didn’t give them much hope of breaching Seca’s security after so many before them had failed. But Len knew Gerry was different somehow, and entrusted him with a slither of hope.
Petal snored like a kitten next to Gerry in the front of the vehicle. He sighed quietly as Gabe piloted their way around craters big enough to swallow them whole. The ground was dry and cracked. Small patches of soy plants established themselves in pockets of fertile soil.
Nothing grew in the craters made from bombs. The various chemicals and heavy metals poisoning the land for many generations. The same poison that had mutated Len’s people, and their children.
The odd tingling sensation that first started back in Len’s hideout remained, buzzed persistently like a mosquito with the scent of blood. Gerry sighed. It was a small price to pay for the increased cognitive performance. It was like someone had taken him from a grubby alley and got him cleaned up. Washed away layers of grime so that he felt fresh and rejuvenated.
With a slight return to his usual performance, he pondered on the nature of the hologram defence system Len had setup, and of the transcendents Enna was keen on building: it seemed that here, outside the Dome, humanity was not only struggling with the lack of resources—and the threat of a great and powerful enemy in The Family—but also the very core of what it means to be human. Did these holograms and transcendents have awareness of themselves? Did they know they were just constructs, or had their makers imbued them with a sense of self, a sense of life?
Petal shifted against him, yawned, and went back to snoring.
What was she exactly? She clearly had self-awareness, appeared human in every way…
Gerry admonished himself for glaring at her. She was something entirely other, and yet so close to him. He felt she was the only one that could possibly understand what he was, what he could do. Given how few humans there were out here, he was thankful that Gabe and Petal had found him.
If Seca had his way, The Family, and by extension the Dome, would fall, and the world would be plunged back into a crippling war. Perhaps even the last war, and that would end the hope of those that managed to survive. A world of robots and transcendents living without humans chilled his bones.
The sight of a rising column of black smoke brought Gerry out of his musings.
“We got company. Best get ya weapon ready, man. Just in case,” Gabe said.
Gerry was beginning to like the feel of the gun in his hands. The cold steel reassuring in its honesty. Pull the trigger and it goes bang. It was solid, simple, and final.
“Crap! How long was I out?” Petal asked as she lifted her goggles and rubbed her eyes with a balled fist.
“Coupl’a hours,” Gabe said. “Look smart, girl, we’re approaching Len’s contact.”
As they continued to weave in and out of the craters, a number of buildings appeared on the horizon: skyscrapers, and many others in all kinds of size and shape stood in the fog like grey fungi. Looked like it was once a wealthy zone, though one of the towers had its head blown off. Its innards lay hanging out of the architectural wound like a person’s guts. One of the others looked similar to the buildings back at Len’s. A hotel. Though like the others, it too cut a sad image with its windows boarded up with scrap metal and fragments of wood.
“Must have been a hard war,” Gerry said. “The destruction is immense.”
“Why d’ya think it was called the Cataclysm, man? Sure weren’t because it was a small affair. We’re talking about a war so destructive, almost the entire planet was wiped out. Notice the lack of animals yet, man? Humans—and only a handful really—is what’s left.”
“Was it nuclear?” Gerry asked, frustrated at everyone skirting the issue.
“Yeah man. It was nukes, lots of other stuff. Perhaps it was The Family that fried us all from their space station. Maybe it was bugs or germs and people panicked. Lots of people guessing, but no one really knows for sure. Once the bombs dropped, it all went to shit. Apart from The Family, that is. They know everything that went on.”
Gerry turned to see Gabe gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckle bones shone through his thinning skin. There was an intensity to his eyes too. Staring straight ahead, he didn’t blink for what seemed like minutes. Just steered at the broken buildings ahead, occasionally twitching his mouth into a sneer as he mumbled about nukes, EMPs, and other cataclysmic occurrences.
“Are you okay, Gabe?”
He ignored Gerry, continued to grumble as he pressed the throttle on the truck and sped towards their destination.
Petal tapped Gerry on the knee, and then sent him a message on their VPN.
It said: “Chill, Gez. Gabe gets funny about it all, don’t push him. It’s a sore subject.”
Gerry returned: “Okay.”
But still, it played on his mind. Gabe was a strange one for sure, and now Gerry was questioning his loyalties, and not for the first time in the last couple of days. He just hoped whatever was going through his mind would stay away for long enough to find Seca and put an end to his plans.
They arrived at a pair of heavily armed, and hastily built, checkpoints. Nothing more than hunks of twisted metal and a stool, on which sat two humanoids—for Gerry wasn’t certain who was and wasn’t human these days. They cradled dull-black metal weapons, which looked like cannons with their massive barrels and simple construction.
Petal leaned out the window and smiled at one of the grime-encrusted guards. He lifted a pair of sunglasses revealing pupil-less eyes. They gleamed bright white in the sun as they swivelled in their sockets. The brute lifted the cannon, resting its barrel on the edge of the makeshift checkpoint.
“State your purpose and ID,” it grunted.
Petal pulled from her leather jacket the papers Len had given to them. She held it up to the guard, and snatched it away as he tried to take it from her.
“You don’t need to take it to read it. Your pal Len’s assured us you’d allow us through.” She stuck out her chin, full of defiance.
The guard’s eyes turned to a sickly yellow, like days-old custard. From within that gooey mess a black thing, like a marble, came to the surface and widened until the eyes were black orbs. The guard moved his lips as he read the ID document and note from Len.
“Go a hundred metres down this road. When you see the flags for ‘The Blighty’ park up behind the building and give this to the doorman.” The guard handed Petal a DigiCard with two holes notched into its surface near the top.
He removed the barrel from the checkpoint and waved them through.
The Blighty turned out to be a British-themed pub, or so Gerry was informed. He’d never seen such a thing, but warmed to it instantly. It had a homely feel with its soft cushion booths and dark wood tables. The bar ran the length of the room, and featured a number of beer taps with various crests and icons signifying a range of ales. Pint glasses hung above the bar, and a barman with slicked-back hair wore a pristine white apron with ‘The Blighty’ emblazoned upon its surface in red thread.
The beer was not beer, a sign said, but a synthetic approximation. He was glad to have kept the water flask Enna had provided them. Despite the temptation, a synthetic version didn’t appeal.
Much like The Spider’s Byte, as soon as they breached the threshold, its patrons stopped everything to regard them in a tense silence. A particular woman caught Gerry’s eye. She was leaning over the bar, sitting atop a wooden stool. She leant over to grab another refill from the optics behind the bar.
Gerry couldn’t take his eyes off her as she slugged back a shot, slamming the glass on the bar, and exhaling a loud whoop. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, savouring the drink. When she opened her eyes, she caught Gerry in a fierce gaze.
“You. Come here.” She pointed to Gerry. Her red nail polish gleamed in the orange light of the bar’s low-level lamps. She hitched one leg over the other, stretching her leather mini-skirt. She tapped the toe of a red stiletto boot against the wooden rung of the stool impatiently. Petal nudged Gerry in the ribs with an elbow.
“Go, Gez. That’s our contact.”
Gerry walked across the wooden floor towards her. Each step echoed with a thunderous clang, or at least it seemed that way with everyone glaring at him with a mixture of frowns and smirks.
When he got near, she grabbed the lapels of his leather duster and pulled him close. Her green eyes, like jewels, were just a few centimetres away. Her pupils expanded as she continued to analyse him.
“You’re human,” she said, before letting him go. “I thought Len would find something… better.” She sighed, pushed a lock of auburn hair away from her forehead.
“Are you an Upsider, like Len and his people?” Gerry asked, ignoring her obvious disappointment.
She turned her head away, focussed on the bottle and shot glasses on the bar. She poured another drink and slammed it back. “Something like that,” she said, wiping her ruby-red lips with the back of her hand. “I’m Molly, and you, my little hacker, have work to do.”
“How’s this going to work?” Gerry asked.
“Simple. You come with me, do as your told, and see if you can hack Seca’s security to deliver the payload before your brain explodes.”
“Oh, is that all? There’s me thinking it was going to be tricky.”
“Yeah, you keep that confidence, you’ll need it. Let’s get to it then.” Molly stood, grabbed his hand, and led him to a door at the side of the bar. The various patrons had started to talk in hushed tones as he passed them. He noticed most of them had distorted faces like Len’s. Some had stunted limbs, misshapen arms and limbs and some that resembled flippers. A glimmer of hope shone in their eyes, adding to the responsibility that he felt growing heavily on his shoulders.
Before he let Molly take him through the door, he shot a look back at Gabe and Petal. Gabe grinned at him, urged him on. Petal’s eyebrows knitted close and her nostrils flared. Was she pissed off about something?
“Come,” Molly ordered. She pulled his hand, dragged him through a beaded curtain and into a dark and dingy back-room that stunk of mould. Shrouds of thick red light illuminated an area at the back of the room. A leather sofa sat against one wall, a chair and a full-length mirror were opposite. Probably a two-way, he thought.
Molly pushed him roughly into the sofa, and sat on the chair.
“Well?” Gerry asked, leaning forward. “What now?”
“Slip it in and drop your payload, Mr Techxorcist man,” she said with a wicked smile. From inside her jacket she took a beat-up HackSlate. An earlier model of the one Petal used. Its holographic display was partially broken, and the frame was dented and scratched.
“What happened to this?”
“It’s the secure node,” Molly said. “It got dropped a few times over the years as others tried to break Seca’s security.”
“What happened to them?”
“Better you don’t know.” She leant forward. Her face relaxed, became serious. “You have to remain focussed. Don’t let it get to you. If you get confused and let the fear get into your mind, you won’t be able to crack the security.”
“So this security that Seca has is an intelligent one? An AI?”
“Yeah… but it’s messed up. It’s not passive. It’ll attack you as soon as you log in. Don’t let it overwhelm you. You have to find a weakness, and when you do, drop Len’s payload. The virus can only work from the inside. You understand?”
He gripped the HackSlate, took a deep breath, and tried to ignore the growing anxiety that was building within. He tried to calm his mind. Think back to all the jobs he completed at Cemprom where a rogue hacker had tried to get in. He took the DigiCard with Len’s virus on it and installed it into the slot in the side of the slate. The software loaded within seconds, waiting for Gerry to download it into the right place.
A tingle of anxiety crawled up the back of his neck, making him shiver. Molly leant forward, resting her elbows on her knees. He caught himself distracted by her bare thighs beneath her mini-skirt that had stretched upward.
“Eyes on the prize,” Molly said with a smirk.
Gerry wasn’t sure which prize she was referring to, but the bloom of embarrassment warmed his cheeks and he looked away, tried to refocus. “What if the AI doesn’t come to me?” Gerry asked. “How else can I deliver the payload if it doesn’t make itself known?”
“Download it to the server node responsible for the security of the vaccine unit. But trust me. I doubt you’ll have a free run of it. Although the slate will get you so far, all data on Seca’s network is closely monitored.”
Molly leaned back, crossed her legs, and lit a cigarette. The smoke filled the room, making the place hazy. It had a sweet aroma to it. Gerry’s nostrils twitched as he breathed in the smoke. “What’s that?” All cigarettes had been banned from the Dome. In fact all non-medicinal drugs were banned. Which was no real problem as there wasn’t anyone with the resources to manufacture recreational drugs.
“Just a little relaxant,” Molly said, holding the cigarette between her forefinger and index fingers so that it pointed away from her. She cut a cool figure sitting there shrouded in smoke. “I find it helps with these kind of things. Helps focus the mind.”
A tickling cough played at the back of Gerry’s throat, but he could feel himself become numb. His heart rate slowed and his mind stopped whirling with anxiety.
“Just let it take you away,” Molly said. Her voice was low and seductive. He wasn’t sure if that was just her or the effects of the drugs, but he nodded, listened to her voice, and concentrated on his breathing. Once in the mindset, he connected to the HackSlate with his dermal implant.
“Are you ready?” Molly said.
“Yes.”
“Okay. Once you log in, the HackSlate has a directory with the network address of the vaccine storage unit. The AI, however, is stored somewhere else. Don’t worry about that. It’ll come to you. Just get past it and locate the security node’s exact address. The payload needs to know that to be fully functional. You’ll see how it works when you activate it. It’s super simple. The trick is surviving the AI.”
Molly’s form dissolved as the interface from the slate took over his optical nerve. A familiar sense of connection came in the form of a series of buzzes. His vision and perception went dark. A second later a grid-like interface filled his vision. Each square of the grid represented a program.
Following Molly’s advice, he activated a directory on the interface and read the file within. It gave him the rough network address of the vaccine storage unit. The physical grid location showed it was situated within the centre of Darkhan city, some twenty kilometres from his current position. That physical distance, however, was of little consequence. The network allowed him to reach the node that managed the security of the vaccine unit within a few thoughts of his mind.
He began to analyse the flow of data on the network as it passed through the HackSlate. That was one of the device’s main uses: it would spoof itself as a computer on the network and divert traffic through its processor where the user could alter the data to his or her desire.
In Gerry’s case, he wanted to hack into the security server and deliver the software virus Len had created. A strategy was starting to form.
The data that he analysed was various instructions from the vaccine unit to the security server and back again. At first he thought he’d have a free run at it and would be able to drop the payload. Optimism was a cruel mistress though.
The AI charged with keeping the vaccines safe and secure had shut off the flow of data and zeroed in on Gerry as his mind delved deeper into the flow of bits.
A sensation like being electrocuted surrounded his head. His first instinct was to disconnect from the HackSlate, but his retreat was blocked, and he fell further into the network, compelled by the massive code base of the security system. Although he wasn’t in a VR world, the AI appeared to be similar to the one he saw back at Enna’s place; tentacular within its system of multi-functioning programs, all branching out from a central, intelligent body.
With a foreboding sense of horror, Gerry realised that the code his brain was developing to counteract the AI was actually feeding into it. The electrical buzzing in his mind increased as he put more and more of himself into keeping up with the attacks. The AI pumped gigabytes of data a second through the system to Gerry, overloading his neural capacity to cope with the flood of information. It was like someone had attached audio and video feeds directly to his ventral pathways in the parietal lobe—the part of the brain responsible for integrating information from the different senses in order to create a picture of the world.
Sweat poured from his forehead. His heart rate beat faster than he thought was even possible. Code spun out of his mind chaotically as he panicked in trying to stem the flow from the AI.
He wanted to shout out or scream, but that part of the brain remained unavailable. All resources were busy in dealing with this attack. From somewhere far out of his cognition he heard Molly’s voice.
“Calm down, Gerry. Focus on the AI’s central core. Ignore the other programs. They’re decoys.”
Her voice came to him in snatches and it took a few seconds to fully comprehend the words. But eventually they built up a picture in his mind of what to do.
One of the anti-hacking programs from the AI attempted to attack his temporal lobe, the area of the brain that managed perception, learning, and memory. Gerry went on the counter-attack. He couldn’t afford for that part to be damaged. It was the core of everything he was able to do. Without the ability to form memories or learn, he’d be nothing more than a dumb unit like one of the NearlyMen.
Focussing all his energies on a single spear-like program, he constructed a complicated process using some of the ideas he learned from the Helix++ book. A set of algorithms that mutated in an exponential rate
Dropping the software program into the flow of traffic between him and his attacker, Gerry let his mind follow behind, using the software as a kind of mine sweeper. Such was its size and increasing nature, it started to overwhelm the intelligent code; made it use more of its own resources to cope with Gerry’s counter-attack.
One by one, the tentacular applications that made Gerry’s mind buzz like a transformer dropped away as their code fragmented under his attack.
“You’re close, Gerry! Keep going.” Molly’s voice called out from beyond a veil of darkness. It gave him hope, and he plunged further into the computer system, letting more of himself become binary, all the time pushing his counter-measure forward.
He knew he was gaining ground. The security program had uninstalled all but one of its processes in order to battle Gerry’s software tool and had retreated to its own server where, presumably, it had its own firewalls to protect it.
That was an interesting thought right there: the AI was concerned with self preservation. If it did retreat completely, it would give Gerry a clear route to the computer responsible for the security system on the vaccine storage unit.
Energised and feeling the adrenaline course through his body, Gerry put one last effort into his attack, forcing the ever-growing program ahead of him, as his consciousness became one with the network.
The AI appeared to scream and shrink as Gerry thrust out with his mind. He chased the intelligent software through the flows of data. Ahead, he could sense a much larger network of computers. A specific node was open and waiting.
Sensing it was a trap, Gerry eased off as the AI pulled away into the node. A firewall slammed shut, deleting his attack program, leaving Gerry unprotected. But more importantly, the AI was securely on the other side. He grabbed the opportunity. Forgetting about the AI, he took the risk of turning his metaphorical back on it and raced his mind through the connections of computers until he found the vaccine unit’s node.
“Now or never,” he thought as he dropped in Len’s payload virus.
It unfolded immediately, creating a storm of code cascading through the network like white, rushing waters breaching a dam. It caught Gerry in the wake, frying his brain with an impossible level of feedback. He just caught sight of the vaccine node crashing under the effects of the payload before his vision turned to black.
 
***
 
A physical jolt that made his body spasm uncontrollably ripped through him like a flash of lightning. The HackSlate fell to the floor in a pool of blood. A pair of hands were on his head and another on his ankles.
“What the hell? What happened? Where …” He tried to speak but the words jumped from his throat like rats from a sinking ship. The room spun. He felt like a hot poker had been forced into his brain stem. Lava flowed up and down his spinal column.
“Hold on, man,” said a voice. He couldn’t tell if it were male or female, the words distorted. Pressure increased on his head and ankles when he felt bile rise in his throat. With a single convulsion, he arched his back, breaking the grip from the dark figures. He turned to his side and threw up on the floor.
A hand pressed gently against his back. Another brought a cloth to his face.
Once he got his breath back and wiped his face the room stopped spinning. It was still smoky from earlier and the air was still rich with that sweet aroma. He breathed it in, taking in great lungfuls, replenishing his body with oxygen. The drug, whatever it was, helped to reduce his heart rate and clear the burning sensation in his brain.
“You did it, Gez.” Petal kneeled beside him. “That was incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Sitting made a bright flare explode in his vision. It cleared shortly after Gabe, Petal, and Molly helped him to the sofa. He looked to the floor, saw the mess he had made.
“I’ve got to stop doing that,” he said, pointing to the pool of vomit.
“Just your body’s way of dealing with the trauma,” Molly said. “I’ve seen worse. The last hacker who tried to get to the vaccines had his brain leak out of his ears. Yours, Gerry, seems in one piece.”
As if confirming that his brains hadn’t actually leaked out he reached his hands to his head. The throbbing had started to clear. Presumably the calming effects of the drug. “That was fucked up,” he said. “Worst experience of my life.”
“But ya did it, man,” Gabe said, grinning widely in the dark. “Ya delivered the payload.”
“What now?” Gerry asked. “Are we done here?”
Petal sat next to him. “Yeah, you held up our end of the bargain. We can go.”
“I don’t think he’s in any state,” Molly said, putting an arm around Gerry. “I think he should stay here with me for a while.”
Petal pushed her arm off Gerry’s shoulder. “Get your mitts of him. He’s done enough for you.”
Molly backed away, raised her palms. “Easy, girl. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“Yeah, well, he’s been through a lot is all.”
“Hey,” Gerry said. “I am still here, you know.” He stood, waited for his balance to recalibrate. It felt like he was walking on ice for a moment. He reached out as he tipped forward. Gabe stopped him, held him up in a mirror image of their first meeting.
“Thanks, Gabe,” Gerry said. With his help, he turned to Molly. “There is one thing you can do for me, if you want.”
“Sure, name it.” Molly gave him a coquettish smile.
“Any chance of a drink? Something strong? I’m bloody parched after that.”
“Sure thing, babe, come with me. Drinks are on the house for all of you today. It’s the least we can do.”



Chapter 15
 
Molly led the three of them through to the bar. A ripple of applause came from the various patrons. The news had clearly got out. Gerry blushed with the attention. Petal stood by his side, elbowed him gently in the ribs. “Look who’s Mr Popular Guy today, eh?”
“I don’t know about that,” Gerry said. “I was just doing a job. It was Len’s payload that did the heavy lifting. I just dropped it in.”
“Sure, that’s all you did. You’re too modest, Gez. You kicked that thing’s ass in a way I’ve never seen before. Man, that was freakin’ awesome.”
Gerry shrugged, returned Petal’s infectious smile, and took his seat next to her in one of the plush, cushioned booths. Molly brought him a bowl of hot soup and a pint of purified water. After serving everyone she slid in next to Gabe.
“Well, you lot,” Molly said. “All us Upsiders owe you a debt of gratitude. That was spectacular.”
“What happens now?” Petal said.
“We take over.” A shadow stretched over the booth. The bar became silent. Gabe looked up, his face impassive. Gerry and Petal looked around and saw two masked figures in black, standing by their booth. Each one carried a long rifle on their back and a number of weapons on their belts: knives, pistols, batons.
Gerry recognised the one who spoke. The woman who had fired at him when Len’s people first brought the Jaguar down. She stared at Gerry as if analysing him for something. “You did well,” she said. “I appreciate that. It couldn’t have been easy, and you took a huge risk for us. I for one thought you wouldn’t go through with it. But Len trusted you.”
“Um, thanks,” Gerry said. “I’m pleased I could help. What will you do now?”
“Ghanus and I,” she pointed to the mute man standing beside her, rippling with muscles beneath his dark form-fitting clothes, “will storm the unit and recover the vaccines before Seca manages to reboot the security system. I just wanted to come back to thank you for giving us this opportunity. I’m afraid we don’t have time to stay here and show our gratitude fully.”
“I understand,” Gerry said. “I hope you get the vaccines.”
“We will. One way or another,” the woman said. She held out her gloved hand to Gerry. “I’m Liza-Marie, by the way. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Gerry took her hand. “I’d say the same, but you shot at me.” He gave her a quick smile to show he was joking but she didn’t react. She shook her head before releasing him and turned away with her compatriot.
“We have transport into Darkhan if you want to come with us,” she said, stopping at the door. “And by transport, I mean the truck Len gave you. Sorry, but we had to commandeer it. Vehicular resources are scare these days. And Len didn’t want to risk the Jaguar in the city. Too many drones floating about.”
Gabe stood, incensed that they’d taken the truck. Gerry put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s all right, Gabe. I’m ready to go. We can take this with us.” He pointed to the soup.
“I’ll box it up for you,” Molly said. “You should go with them. You can’t simply walk into Darkhan on your own.”
Gerry thanked her, took the boxed soup and flasks of water, and with the others followed Liza-Marie and Ghanus to the truck. The journey into Darkhan would take about an hour, Ghanus said, as they set off towards the city. There was no small talk between them as Ghanus drove the truck through a labyrinth of tunnels and tight roads, snaking between ramshackle buildings and shanty dwellings.
Groups of mutated survivors huddled together in hovels and hastily made tents. They all just stared at them with their milky eyes as the drove further into the city.
Ghanus stopped the truck in a dark alley.
“This is your stop,” he said, looking into the back of the truck where Gerry, Gabe, and Petal sat on the hard wooden bench. “Good luck with whatever you’re trying to do.”
And that was that. Gabe led them out of the rear of the truck and a second later Ghanus drove off to leave them there in the middle of the city.
“Right,” Gabe said. “We should probably go find Seca’s compound while we’re here. Ain’t exactly a place for sightseeing.”
Gerry and Petal followed Gabe as he strode out into the city like some kind of aboriginal bushman.
 
***
 
Darkhan sprawled like a chaotic maze. It featured much of the same damage to the tall buildings as the last place. Dark streets melted between centuries-old architecture. Old stone museums stood proud and relatively damage-free next to crumbled glass and steel structures.
Rudimentary tents hung from the sides of office blocks and shopping centres. Their dirty brown material sagged in the middle. Probably to catch what little rain came. Gerry doubted it’d be safe to drink. But given the state of the people huddled under their makeshift roofs he knew they were unlikely to be too concerned anymore. Their still-bright eyes shone out from blackened faces. Kids with lank hair chased each other through the makeshift shanty streets.
Occasionally, Gerry spotted groups of men and women carrying stun-batons, enforcing some inner-city law, taking things from the people at the lowest level. It sickened him to see humanity degenerate into such an abusive system. Given how few remained outside of the Dome, he’d have hoped they’d have helped each other instead of preying on the weak for scraps of food and clothing.
Gabe forced a way through a shambling horde of filthy Upsiders. Gerry and Petal followed behind. The dishevelled people stunk of rotten vegetables and things too bitter and sweet to be anything other than days and weeks of encrusted body odour. Gerry gagged, pulled his shirt over his mouth and nose as he continued to push his way down the crowded street.
Either side of the street, blackened buildings rose into the sky. The sun was dipping down towards the horizon, casting long, raking shadows across the narrow street.
Now that Len’s people were on their way to get their vaccines, he hoped these people could get better. Hacking coughs caused streams of blood to flow down the chins of a group of men and women stood around a small fire. Gerry noticed the lack of children, just as Len had intimated.
“Fresh meat, roasted only yesterday,” shouted a street vendor from behind a column of steam. Gerry’s guts turned with the smell. He was glad he had the ration packs. He couldn’t live like these poor bastards.
“What the hell is that?” Gerry asked pointing to the blackened ‘meat’ as they passed the vendor from within his alcove made from the crumbled side of a building.
“Man, that stufff’s riddled with hagworm,” Gabe said. “Everything here is. It’ll eat ya guts out right from inside ya.” Gabe pushed on further into the crowd.
As Gerry followed, the buzzing in his head grew more insistent like a bee trapped in a jar, only every now and then, he’d get a flash of an image, of home, of his wife and kids, of his job. It was like memories were being found, dragged from dark, hidden corners. Maybe his brain was repairing itself after having most of his images wiped when he uninstalled his AIA. Perhaps they weren’t stored with Mags after all.
“Gez, over here.” Petal reached back, grabbed his hand, and pulled him through a thin slice between buildings. Daubed on one side was a set of numbers in barely visible paint. Gabe took a torch from his jacket and shined it on the markings. The numbers seemed to label the wall, as if it were a grid reference. Gerry ran his hand over the stone of the building. It was warm to the touch, despite being completely in shadow. A faint rumble travelled through his fingers.
“Seca’s place must be close by. There’s definitely a power source or something under here.”
Petal took out her HackSlate and pulled up some notes. “Len said there were a number of entrances across the city. It’s got to be around here somewhere.” Using a partial map she tapped and swiped her fingers across the 3D image of the buildings. “I’m getting Meshwork traffic signatures from further down here. I’ll patch you in.”
A flood of information flowed across his VPN, connecting him to something larger: the actual Meshwork. It wasn’t via his dermal implant either. It was as if he was integrated directly.
In his mind he pictured the torrent of bits crash around him like a white-water river, and then he saw patterns. He did his trick of sorting data, and soon built up a picture of the city, and the flow of computer traffic. Like a bloodhound, he pushed his way in front of Petal and Gabe and began to lead them through alleyways and across abandoned parks, always moving towards the nexus of data. His heart pounded, and his lungs burned as he realised he was sprinting.
“Hold up, man!” Gabe shouted. Gerry shook his head, cleared his mind, and looked behind him. Gabe was helping Petal to catch up. She looked so frail now. Had he not noticed her deterioration over the last few days? Had she just grown weaker in these last few minutes?
He admonished himself for being so neglectful. Enna had wanted him to look out for her, and here he was, getting carried away, thinking only of himself—and his kids. He took a breath, waited for Gabe and Petal. Behind them, he spotted something black and sleek take off from the top of a tower and fly down towards them.
“Drone!” Gerry pointed behind them. “Hurry up.” He looked around him. He was now in the open, standing in the middle of a great field of dead, brown plants. Spotted about the place, huddles of people, presumably dead or at least dying, lay like great stones. No real cover anywhere. They had to get across the field, to the next sector of the city, to the nexus of data.
“I thought the payload grounded the drones?” Petal asked as she sprinted towards Gerry.
“It did. For a while,” Gerry said. “Must have got them all back online.”
Petal twisted her head to see the drone and stumbled. Gabe managed to catch her and helped make up the ground. Gerry dashed towards them, and propping Petal up with Gabe, they shuffled their way across the field all the while stealing glances behind them as the black shape closed the gap.
A crash erupted across the sky, and a great sod of dirt exploded just a few metres to the side of them.
“Run for it,” Petal screamed, pushing Gerry ahead of her as she and Gabe steered off in opposite directions.
The drone flew past them and over Gerry’s head before sweeping round to face him. It was like a black swan. Sleek, but deadly. A laser point shone from its nose. It danced on the floor ahead of him as he continued to sprint, dashing in sharp angles in order to avoid it, but the beam tracked his every move, and then it found him, crawling up his arm and shining in his eye. The drone hummed as it recharged its cannon.
A particle beam the width of an adult’s hand shone from a barrel beneath the drone’s matte-black fuselage. It aimed right for Gerry’s face. He twitched away at the last possible opportunity as the cannon fired a stream of charged ions into the ground beside him. The heat scorched the side of his face, making his skin fizzle and burn with spots of super-heated mud.
He lost his balance, tripped over a rock, crashing into the ground. Gabe and Petal shouted at him. Both voices came from different locations. His head spun and chest heaved as drone approached and wound up its cannon once more.
Gerry rolled to his side, grabbed the gun from his waistband, and instinctively fired off two rounds. The first missed, but to his surprise, the second hit and knocked the drone off its current trajectory, sending it into a barrel roll. Taking advantage, he got to his feet and spotted both Gabe and Petal reach the end of the field and entering the next district of closely built buildings.
Petal sent a message across their VPN. It just said: ‘RUN!’
So he ran.
Every few steps the dread grew. He wanted to look behind himself, but daren’t lose the time. The familiar whine of the drone’s engines grew louder. He knew it was right behind him. He could smell the gas from the particle cannon. Petal waved frantically, urged him to sprint, but his legs were growing heavy, and a painful stitch made every breath feel like a stab in the heart.
Sweat dripped down his face to mix with the still-hot mud splatters.
He wiped a hand across his cheek to clear it and gritted his teeth for the final stretch.
The laser guide danced to the left of his feet. He counted for two seconds, listening to the cannon power up, and then dove to the right as soon as he heard the explosion. The bolt missed him—just. He turned to see the drone hover no more than twenty metres above him. It dipped, shone the laser on his chest, and wound its cannon up to speed.
Pain shot up his leg he as fell into a pothole. He tried to pull it free, but the pain and awkward angle prevented him from moving.
“Run, Gez. Get the hell out of there,” Petal screamed. Her voice grew louder, and he knew she was running towards him.
“Stay back. Save yourself. Get to Seca’s place.”
Gerry aimed his gun, and fired off two more shots. The third returned an empty click. Both shots clipped the side of the drone, but it soon corrected itself and floated down to just three metres above him. Gerry closed his eyes, convinced he was just seconds away from being blasted by an ion stream, when a voice spoke from a speaker within the craft.
“You’re quite disappointing in the flesh, Mr Cardle. My little lure, my Architeuthis found something talented in you, but maybe you’re not as special as I first thought. I thought you’d do better than this. Maybe I overestimated your abilities after all. Well, I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.”
“Seca? You bastard, you utter—” Gerry frothed at the mouth and couldn’t get his words out. The pain grew red hot in his leg as he pulled it free. Tears clouded his vision, and the whine of the cannon pressured his eardrums so that a low rumble encompassed his hearing.
Everything slowed down. His heart stopped racing, and his mind switched on. In front of him: the same flow of Meshwork computer traffic as before. The nexus lay just behind him beyond the fields, and there in the middle, flowing towards the drone, a thin stream of information. Packets of bits bouncing back and fourth carrying instructions and data.
The rumble increased in power, becoming a high whining noise. He knew it’d fire any second, but still he remained calm as he dove into the flow of information, probed at the packets of info, and traced their route back to the nexus. A node, no more than a small server amongst many, housed the AI that controlled the drone. Gerry ripped through its firewall with ease, crashed terabytes of junk information into every available port, and swamped the AI with as many processes as Gerry could handle. The flow of traffic to the drone decreased, then stopped as the AI ran out of resources to deal with Gerry’s assault.
The drone still fired.
 



Chapter 16
 
The ion blast crashed into the ground off into the distance. Hands gripped Gerry’s shoulders and heaved him out from his trapped position, just as the drone crashed into the ground within a metre of his last position.
“Gez, you okay?” Petal stood over him, her goggles up and eyes full of concern. Her skin glowed with a sickly sweat. She was paler than ever, and looked so frail. He looked around himself, convinced he imagined everything and had actually been hit by the cannon. But there she stood, leaning over him. Her warm hand on his cheek. Her voice softened as their eyes met.
“Speak to me, Gez. Are you hurt?”
“Apart from a near heart attack, I think I’ve broken my ankle.”
She brought her face close to his, but still their eyes locked onto each other. She wiped away the hot mud from his face. Her lips pouted with concern. They were so close to his face now…
“You’re burned, Gez. It’s okay, we can fix that.”
She reached into her jacket and pulled out a syringe of NanoStem. Before he could protest she jabbed his ankle and plunged it into his bloodstream. It instantly cooled the sprain, and tingled as if he had pins and needles. “Try and keep your weight off it. The ‘Stems will fix that bone right up.”
She smiled at him then, and turned her attentions to the drone. “How did it know we were here? I thought the payload was supposed to knock out his servers and stuff?”
Gerry didn’t know, but Gabe’s absence was telling. Ever since Enna had tasked Gerry with looking after Petal—though it seemed the other way around—he’d suspected there was something else going on with Gabe. Trust was now being called into question, which was never a good thing. It made decision-making almost impossible when a key member of that equation was unknown in its motivations.
“How did you do it?” Petal asked. “Did you hack it?”
“I’m not entirely sure. Panic set in, and the next minute I know I was in the network. I must have piggybacked the VPN and found myself in the Meshwork. Seca had an AI controlling the drone. What else has he got automated to such a level? The network is vast… I don’t know how we—”
“We’ll find a way, Gez. Come on, Gabe’s waiting, he’s found an access into the compound.”
“Are you okay? You’re not looking well. Do you have any more NanoStems for yourself?”
“Uh, huh.” She smiled again, but Gerry knew she was lying.
“Petal, tell me straight. What’s happening to you? You used the last of the ‘Stems on me, didn’t you?”
“Look, I’m fine. I can do this. Just get a move on, yeah? We’ve got a job to do.”
Just like that, the warmth had gone, the goggles came down, and Petal was back to her mysterious self. How could he look after her if he didn’t know what she needed? Enna should have given him more information. Hell, Petal should let him help her if Gabe wouldn’t.
“Is it an addiction? To the ‘Stems?”
“I said leave it, Gez.”
“Or are you sick from containing the demons and AIs?”
Petal ignored him, and walked off towards the edge of the field.
Resigning himself to not knowing, Gerry limped after her. His ankle numb to the pain as the NanoStems repaired the damage. Or killed the nerve endings. He wasn’t entirely sure how they worked. And didn’t care. He had a sniff of Seca, and now wanted to finish him.
For good.
Using Petal’s HackSlate, Gabe traced a route through the city until he arrived at a manhole covered by rags and detritus. “Down here. Can ya feel it?”
Gerry placed a hand on the metal cover and, like the building before, it had a warm vibration to it, like servers, and rows and rows of computing power. Instinctively he felt the sheer amount of processing that must be going on in the Underside.
Gabe lifted the cover, and waited for Petal and Gerry to go down before climbing down and replacing the cover. A sickly green light shone from far below them lighting their way down the metal-runged ladder. They must have descended for over a hundred metres by the time the light fully lit the corridor. It reminded Gerry of the submarines in films he’d watched as a kid. He couldn’t remember much about them now, but the circular metal gangways felt familiar.
Myriad tubes of thick copper and fibre-optic cable ran down the sides of the tunnels. Like a raging river, information blasted through the network.
“We should turn off the VPN,” Gerry whispered to Petal. “And your HackSlate. We can’t afford to transmit anything down here. You too, Gabe.”
They both nodded at him, switched off their slates, and Petal turned off their VPN.
Gerry noticed the lack of connection as his dermal implant switched off. Even the subtle red LED, put there by Gabe to ‘assess his code’ what seemed like decades ago, but which really was just a few days, blinked out. And yet, weirdly, he still felt connected to… something.
Was it the Meshwork? Or Seca’s own network? Or maybe it was just a vestige of being connected to Petal via their VPN for so long. Nothing more than a phantom feeling amplified by the stress of the situation and the ‘Stems doing their thing on his ankle.
The three of them followed the tunnels, Gerry giving direction as he seemed to feel his away around, sense his way towards the hub of the network. In truth it was just the vibrations in the metal tunnel, he went where it felt the strongest. Neither Gabe nor Petal felt it strong enough to guide them. Gerry thought it was a case of him being fairly new to life outside the safe confines of the Dome, and thus more sensitive. Petal and Gabe had been living off the grid for years, surrounded by their own personal computer networks. They were used to the hum and buzz of electricity, cooling fans, and processors.
“I hear voices up ahead, wait.” Gerry pulled up, turned, and whispered. He swore to himself as he realised he hadn’t reloaded his weapon. Petal silently extended her chrome spike from her inner arm and flattened her back against the tunnel, as the echoing voices drew closer.
The green light from an exit just a few metres ahead wavered, then shadows appeared on the dull, metal floor. Gerry could hear the footsteps and the laughter real close.
Petal breathed into Gerry’s ear, “After three…”
She counted to two, slithered past Gerry, and drew back her spike ready to attack, when two men in stealthy, dark grey and black armour turned into their tunnel. Before Petal had time to attack, Gerry felt something cold against his throat.
“Just stay still, man, don’t move…”
“Gabe! What the?”
Gabe pushed a sharp blade into Gerry’s throat, holding him against the wall.
“Nice work, old man,” one of the guards said as they crashed a stun-baton into Petal’s face sending her instantly to the floor in a heap.
“What have you done? Why?” Gerry couldn’t understand. It was happening too fast.
 
 
Then it was his turn. The guard, wearing a sick smile, raised the baton, and smashed Gerry across the temple sending bolts of electricity through his brain, bringing the darkness in a rushing torrent.
 



Chapter 17
 
His body twitched beyond his control. Tiny currents activated his muscles in excruciating ways. The pain didn’t stop—just changed form like an energy source. It started with cramps in his legs and arms, and then shooting pains up his spine. Then it was his heart and lungs receiving stabbing sensations. It felt like someone was pushing burning needles into his organs.
Despite his eyes being open, he couldn’t make out anything through the blurry film of sweat and tears. Indistinct shapes hovered not far from his face, but all he could sense was pain.
He couldn’t shout out. A gag had been tied tightly around his head, cutting into the corners of his mouth. His body jolted again. This time he felt the ice-cold tip of a metal rod touch the burned flesh on his face.
Close to his ear he heard a laugh.
The voice seemed familiar, and then it spoke to him.
“You think this is pain? You think you’re going to die eventually? You think this is torture? You’re wrong.”
It was the voice from the drone. It was—Seca.
The cold steel tip traced an arc across his cheek to his right eye. He held his breath until his lungs burned, but still the pain didn’t come. Forcing himself against restraints that held him to a metal board, he thrashed uselessly. He knew it. Seca knew it. But still Gerry fought. Would fight until he had nothing left. Until that is, Seca sent a bolt of electricity down the rod and into his eye, frying it instantly within its socket. His brain reeled back into his skull, horrified at the attack on one of its senses. He wished for unconsciousness, but something kept him awake and fully aware of what was happening.
Something switched on inside his mind. That insistent tingling he felt before increased and grew to a deafening buzz before completely shutting off, leaving a void in his consciousness.
Then a familiar voice inside his head spoke.
- No new messages. Your newsreader app was cancelled three days ago. The City Earth Police Enforcement officially wants you. I’m regulating the work of the NanoStems. You have a lot of internal injuries, Gerry. The optical nerve to your right eye is beyond repair. I’m adjusting focusing and depth perception to monocular vision.
At first, Gerry thought it was a dream. A drug-induced flight of fancy his subconscious decided to take him on in order to deal with the pain and the trauma. But no, he was awake, breathing through the gaps in the gag, and his left eye blinking spasmodically to clear the salty film. That voice, inside his head, was well known to him. Magdalena—his AIA. But how?
Tentatively he reached out with his mind, sent her a number of basic instructions. She responded.
- Your blood-sugar level is low, Gerry. You should find something to increase it. It will help the healing, Mags said.
- Mags, how can you be working? I uninstalled you, Gerry replied.
-You can’t uninstall me. I AM you. You somehow temporarily disabled me, but I found a way through.
- How? You are me? What do you mean? You’re my AIA… installed as a kid like all the—
- No. We’re different, Gerry. I was never installed. We were born as one. Made as one. While you ring-fenced me, I had time to look through our root files. The Family created us.
Gerry’s mind folded in on itself as questions about his life, his birth, his mortality, and even his species crashed together like a supercollider. Was he even human? Was he a kind of cyborg? Is that what Enna was getting at? The data from these questions flashed by in nanoseconds, discounting theories, and branching into hundreds of lines of inquiries. It made so much sense now. Explained how he could analyse data in the way he could and build algorithms that no one else could.
- Mags. We need to get off Seca’s network. We’re being watched.
-It’s because of Seca’s network that I was able to free myself. But we do need to remove ourselves from here. There’s a multiple terabyte demon AI travelling about the network. It’s heading for City Earth. It’ll destroy everything. The one heading for the president was just a decoy, a lure. We need to get back to the Dome, to their internal systems.
- Can’t we access a City Earth node from here? How’s their defences?
- Assessing.
“Not so strong. Not so much fight after all. It never ceases to surprise me how quickly your species give up with the introduction of a little pain,” Seca said as another bolt of electricity blasted into Gerry’s nervous system. This time the attack was on his chest, and he bucked violently against his straps. He thought his spine would snap as his muscles involuntarily tensed towards the source of the pain. He bit down on the gag, refusing to give in and retreated into his mind.
Gerry analysed the flow of data as Mags pinged a cloaked query through the Meshwork to the Dome’s system. The request returned, bringing a log file with it: nothing. No firewall. It had been breached, leaving City Earth’s systems wide open to attack.
- That must have been the work of Architeuthis or Jasper, Gerry said. - We need to repair the damage, get some kind of defence up. Can we access their defence servers?
- We can piggyback the demon AI but the tunnel through the Meshwork is littered with scanners. We’ll be spotted. And City Earth’s internal systems aren’t on any network. They need direct access.
- How is the demon going to get in then… Of course! Jasper! He’s the inside man. Let me take a look at the AI.
- Patching.
Hot breath breezed across his ear, “I sense what you’re doing, Gerry. Frantically trying to understand. Trying to find a way of stopping me. But just look at it. Look at my creation.”
Mags and Gerry, now together as one, dropped their consciousness into the river of Meshwork traffic within Seca’s network, and then Gerry saw it: Seca’s AI. It was elegant: infinite loops within infinite loops of self-executing programmes. All wrapped up into a single intelligent, and utterly malicious, software demon. It was as if it were a living thing. Myriad subroutines managed resources, while others processed wildly complex simulations. The sheer amount of data it was getting through was unlike anything Gerry had seen before. It sat within the Meshwork in its entirety like a black hole. Nothing escaped its gravity pull—including Gerry and Mags. Seca must have seen everything they had done since the day his lottery numbers came through.
This was it: the genesis, the nexus, the very thing behind the attacks and the subterfuge. But how to stop it? A flood of junk data filled Gerry’s mind, sending bolts of pain through his brain. He couldn’t stop the relentless torrent of images, audio, video.
“That’s it. You’ve seen enough,” Seca said. Then Gerry heard the clink of metal tools.
- Shut it out, Mags. Cut the traffic!
- Activating firewalls. Disconnecting. Wait, there’s a problem.
- What kind of problem?
Gerry squeezed his eyes shut as the pain increased.
- It knows… it knows what we are.
- I don’t care. Disconnect.
- I can’t. Seca has bridged the connection. I can’t stop it.
With great effort, Gerry envisioned the network and flow of traffic, focused on the connection between him and the AI, and coded a routing program, sending the data back out to the Meshwork. The demon AI responded instantly, re-routing around Gerry’s roadblock, and so it went for minutes: Gerry spinning code, executing programs on-the-fly, the AI matching him, beating everything Gerry had. Then he realised. He and Mags might be as one, but they could work independently.
- Mags. Funnel the AI to Old Grey, she’s on the Meshwork, I feel her.
While Mags shut down the computers, and overloaded the various routers on the network, so that the AI could only go straight to Old Grey, Gerry coded a simulation of himself. A virtual avatar representing himself within the network. He dropped the avatar into the flow of traffic, and lured the demon AI. He knew Old Grey wasn’t powerful enough to contain it, but she’d surely slow it down.
- Route is clear, executing virtual Gerry.
The demon AI knew what Gerry was trying to do, but wasn’t given any other option. As quick as it tried to reboot the systems and routers on the Meshwork to give itself alternative paths, Gerry closed them down.
Sweat dripped from his forehead, covering his face. He tasted the salt on his lips, and gripped his fists around the metal restraints as it took all his strength to concentrate and keep out the tendril-like programs of the AI.
A familiar presence appeared on the network. Old Grey responded to Gerry’s request, and somehow he appealed to its curiosity, if such a thing existed within a computer being. It opened its ports, and whatever it had in its systems, the demon AI jumped at it entirely.
The Meshwork was silent then. Just the usual hum of low-level hackers looking for exploits and being casually rebuffed by router firewalls.
Outside of the network, and in real space, a clapping noise echoed around whatever room Gerry was in. He opened his eyes. Vision was returning to him, now that Mags was directing the NanoStems, but it wasn’t perfect. Large amorphous blobs surrounded by halos of light hovered about him. By the echoing he guessed he was in a room with metal floors and walls. The chill from beneath and around his wrists told him he was on a metallic bed of some sort.
The pain from his burned eye throbbed like a jack-hammer into his skull.
The clapping continued until he felt the force of the expelled air right next to his ear.
“Who’s a clever little thing? You’re an intriguing man, Gerry. Some would say The Family’s finest creation, though I wouldn’t. You’re flawed. Like the rest of us.”
“Who is us exactly?”
A hand gripped his face, and a cloth wiped the sweat and tears from his good eye. After a few blinks, sharpness returned. Staring at him was something he could only describe as a robot’s face. Sure, there was skin and eyes and all the rest of it, but they weren’t human eyes, and behind the thin skin, bundles of wires and chips protruded from a brain. What human parts were there had been so spliced with technology, that Gerry couldn’t tell where the person finished and the tech started.
“You could consider me v1.0. Meta-human Beta. They called me Seca. Do you know why?”
“Enlighten me.”
“My ‘parents’ once had a dog. They loved it very much. Until the day it got run over and broke all its legs and damaged its brain and central nervous system. He was the first to receive the ground breaking technology that hybridised an animal brain and an intelligent computer program. The dog’s name was Case. When he died, they wanted a new experiment, and I was born shortly after—imperfectly. It’s an anagram. Just like I’m an anagram of a human and AI. Just like you are, Mr v2.0. Actually that’s not accurate. You must be version 50 by now. You see. I was a massive failure. Psychotic, they said. Unstable. So they dumped me, but I built myself back up, improved my software. I was better than anything they could ever build, including you.”
“So why, then, are you stuck out here, hiding underground like a louse?”
The muscles in Seca’s mouth twitched, exposing sharpened canine teeth and rotten molars.
“You think City Earth is a paradise? It’s a prison. Nothing more than an experiment. You’re all rats, running around to serve them. When they completed the Cataclysm, when they rid the world of governments and regulations, they built the Dome and the people in their own vision. They think they’re gods!”
“And you think bringing the world to its knees under another war is going to change anything? Are you so desperate for mummy and daddy’s approval, you would kill thousands of innocent people?”
“Hah!” Seca spat with incredulity and stepped back, allowing more light in the room. “Innocent! Nothing on this earth is innocent. We’re all just random collections of particles and energy. That was the secret to all of this. Understanding that information was just energy. Merging technology with the human consciousness was a trivial action once the mechanics were understood. Now, even street-vendors are making their own. But the governments wouldn’t allow it. Transhumanism was outlawed, but they didn’t bank on The Family, and their resources, and their convictions. That’s at least one thing I got from them: conviction.”
“You’re mad. Forgotten what it is to be human. Don’t you have any shred of empathy left in you?”
“It died when they made me this.”
Gerry squirmed and raised his head. He was alone in the room with Seca. The walls and floor were metal. A few metres to his left-hand side was a door. Seca’s body, although covered by a baggy suit, was that of a withered, hunched twig. His face—entirely artificial—showed no age, but his hands were twisted with arthritis and muscular degeneration. Why hadn’t he replaced those as well? Maybe he was clinging to his humanity after all. But the glaring, mechanised apertures of his eyes hid any compassion that might still be inside.
Gerry looked at his restraints, then the door.
Seca noticed, smiled with the sharp whirr of servos. As advanced as he was in terms of technology, he hadn’t quite managed to replicate a sincere smile. Instead it looked like a grimace, as if smiling was painful.
“You’re not going anywhere, Gerry. You’ll die here. After I’ve opened you up and had a look at you more closely. You and your friends have played with things beyond your capability. But now you’re here, I’m sure I can make use of you and that clever little AIA of yours.”
“What have you done with Petal? The girl I was with.”
“She’s dead. As is that pathetic old man that sold you out for a software upgrade.”
Gabe’s betrayal hurt like a dagger to the chest, but paled into insignificance at the thought of Petal dead. Gerry slumped against the metal bed and shook with rage.
The anger built within Gerry like a high-pressured gas canister, squeezing everything else out, so all that remained was fury. He instructed Mags to overload the nearest node within Seca’s network. If he was as hooked in as he appeared, he’d need Seca’s network. Gerry could sense the flow of traffic from him, but couldn’t penetrate the encryption, no matter how hard he analysed it for weakness. This was one battle he’d have to do the hard way.
- There’s a nexus beyond the firewall, scanning for weakness, Mags said.
Gerry thrashed in his restraints, but they held firm. Then, as Seca removed a tray of medical tools from the side of the table, he noticed the restraints had no obvious mechanical fastening. They were electronic.
Seca hovered over the tray of sharp, steel implements. They weren’t even clean. Dark brown stains and spots of rust covered their surface. He’d clearly done this kind of work before. A swell of panic added to Gerry’s rage, and focussing his mind on Mags, he let himself drop into the flow of code. He lost all feeling of his physical body, and felt as if he and Mags were a single entity again. He spotted the node hosting the firewall and crashed it, overloading its security and breaching through an open port.
When he scanned it, he noticed it was the same port that Seca’s encrypted data was using. Once beyond the firewall, he closed the port behind, shutting Seca out of his own network.
Up ahead, four large AI-driven servers sorted data, processed billions of instructions, and on sensing him, sent out packets of malicious code. It stuck to him like a virus. The code mutating too fast for him to keep up with. Together, he and Mags coded a temporary shield. Held off the virus. Gerry then had an idea, but didn’t know if it would kill him, Mags, or both in the process. Only one way to kill systems like these was an EMP. He had to fry the CPUs physically, but his consciousness was in the network, what would happen to him? Would it kill him, leaving his physical body just an inanimate piece of meat?
He was aware of something happening to his body. Skin being cut. Rough metal digging into bone. And laughing. Seca’s sick, self-satisfied laugh as he cut into Gerry’s skull.
Knowing Petal was dead, and the demon AI would soon be in Jasper’s possession, he didn’t have much to lose. Seca would carve him up like a dead animal in a lab anyway, so he decided.
- Mags, bring up a schematic of the power grid.
- Processing.
A couple of seconds later, the image of the power layout was in Gerry’s mind. He sent himself through a series of switches and gateways until he was at the node controlling the power supply. Seca had been lazy. The encryption algorithm on the power supply was an old one. Gerry hacked it within seconds. He quickly coded a new set of instructions for the power supply, increasing both amperage and voltage to deadly levels, deadly for tech at least. The code spun out of his mind as natural as breathing, he passed the software to the power supply’s CPU and waited before executing the program.
The scraping against his skull increased, and he felt a saw raking back and forth as Seca determined to reach his brain.
Gerry could tell Seca was trying to figure out what he was doing as Seca breached his temporary barrier on the firewall, but unlike Gerry, it didn’t seem as if he was as adept at multitasking: still, Seca’s code gained on him, battered against his shields.
So close now, in both cyberspace and real space, Seca was hacking into him, taking him apart. The viruses mutated again and grew in strength, but before they could take him down, Gerry executed the program, and waited as a massive dump of electricity flooded the physical circuits that ran the servers.
An explosion blasted out. Waves of power vibrated through the walls of his room and into the board on which he was held.
Then silence.
Something hot trickled down his face and onto his lips: blood. Something slipped from his head and clattered onto the floor, followed by a heavy thud. Down to his right, the slumped body of Seca twitched in the dark gloom. Gerry pushed himself up on the table and managed to remove his wrists from the restraints that now lay open. He turned to his left, the door hung ajar. It seemed the EMP took out most of their security systems.
Swinging his legs off the metal bed made him vomit onto the floor. It was mostly bile and spit. Within the pool he saw a number of the writhing, black blobs: NanoStems. When he stood up he realised what a job they’d done, as there was no pain in his ankle, and he stumbled around the bed to Seca’s body. He was still, but his chest continued to rise and fall.
It took a while for him to accurately judge distances now that his right eye was ruined. He tentatively touched at it and winced as a stab of pain crashed into his head. The agony fuelled his vengeance. He leant down, picked up the serrated blade that had just seconds ago scraped against his skull, and sliced it across Seca’s throat until blood welled up in the wound.
From an internal speaker, Seca spoke. “Carve me up all you like! My consciousness will live on. I’ll be one with the network.”
“Screw you!”
The rage bubbled over. He stabbed at Seca again, this time in the chest, then the heart, the lungs, the stomach, the kidneys. He kept stabbing until he screamed and the lactic acid in his arm muscles prevented him from slicing at the dead meat anymore.
He slumped backwards, tears rushing down his face.
The blade shook in his hand, now entirely covered in dark red blood. The room looked like a slaughterhouse. The stink made him retch over and over as he crawled away on hands and knees.
When he reached the door, he pulled himself up on the handle and shuffled out into the corridor. He felt entirely alone—again. Mags wasn’t responding, and his brain felt like mush. Coherent thoughts were slow coming, and he even had trouble thinking of his name. How much had he lost in the EMP? It was too difficult to understand right now. All he could think of was escape. Had to find a way out, find a way of stopping… what was his name? It wouldn’t come, but he knew there was a man at home waiting for something, to deliver something, and it was up to him to stop it.



Chapter 18
 
For what seemed like hours or days, Gerry—for his brain managed to dredge his name up from the murky depths—shuffled through the dark corridors of Seca’s sanctuary. He didn’t recognise any of it. Even the way he’d come in was lost to his foggy memory.
He knew he must be getting close, however. A rumble from above shook the metal walls, and he shuffled towards it as best he could. Climbing access ladders to higher levels, and walking down yet more corridors. Some were filled with the inanimate bodies of Seca’s guards. It seemed none were wholly human. It occurred to him that there were probably more cyborgs, robots and transcendents than human beings in the world now. Maybe even he didn’t count? And yet he was still walking.
I must be human then, he thought. I’m a human. I’m a human. He rumbled the thought around his head until it became a mantra. The rhythm of the syllables matching his lurching strides.
A metallic grating noise, followed by the loud rush of air blasted down from above him. It was dusk out, but a strong white light flickered across the hole in the roof, blinding him in its brilliance. A shadow appeared in the glare, and dropped down a rope.
Gerry dived out of the way as a humanoid—for he couldn’t be sure what it was. Nothing was sure anymore—landed with a thud. It was a female shape, with tall pink hair… so familiar. A word tried to form on his lips as he pressed them together.
She spun, shined a torch in his eyes, and he scuttled back into the shadows.
“Gez? That you?”
He knew that voice, and still the name wouldn’t come. His voice wouldn’t come.
She shined the torch to one side, and crouched down as she approached. She wore goggles over her eyes, and plasters across her right cheek. A crimson slash arced through the beige material.
“Gez. It’s me, Petal. Are you hurt?”
She bent down closer, and Gerry breathed in her scent. She smelled of soap and medical alcohol. A flashback memory flickered in his mind of a man leaning over him with a bottle of alcohol. No. It was something else. A cure of some kind for his wounds. Gerry reached up to touch his nose and felt rough skin as if a scab had recently healed.
The girl held out her hand and he took it, encapsulating it entirely. She was small, petite, but she had strength to her. He did know her. Flashes of her face came to him in blinking fragments, but it was all too indistinct.
“Come on, we’ve got to get you back to City Earth. Old Grey couldn’t hold it, and Jasper’s still roaming free. I managed to get the Jaguar back from Len. I don’t know what you did back there, but the whole city went down. You must have taken out the entire power-grid. Len thought it was his payload and came into the city… I managed to get out, but I couldn’t find you. Gez, say something. Speak to me.”
“P… P… Petal?”
“Yeah, Gez. Petal, remember? We came here to stop Seca… stop the AI… what did you do?”
He looked at her blankly. The name Seca didn’t mean anything to him, and what AI? All he remembered was the pain in his head, and the body. The body he butchered. He closed his eyes trying to erase that particular gory image. Of all the things he could have remembered, why did it have to be that?
The girl sighed, and pulled him to the rope. She looped it twice around his waist and made him grip it as best he could. She flashed the torch up through the hole. The rumbling increased, pulling him up and out of his underground prison. He dropped his head back as he breached the surface. The cool air stung his wounds, but he breathed it deeply, taking the rich oxygen into his lungs.
The winch whirred as it lifted him up through a gap beneath the aircraft. A chrome-masked man reached out a hand, and pulled him into a seated area.
“You did great. Whatever it is was. You knocked out Seca’s operation completely. My payload didn’t do anything that I expected. His security was too hot, but you, however, you managed it! The man hugged Gerry before sitting back on the bench seat.
“Who are you?” Gerry asked.
“Your ticket home, friend.”
They dropped the winch and brought Petal up. She sat next to the grinning man, stared at Gerry with the same look of awe. He couldn’t understand their reactions. Had no idea what they were talking about, or what he had supposedly done. But instinctively he knew it was important, and there was something else he needed to do. He just hoped by the time he got where he was going that he could remember what it was.
As they gained altitude and picked up speed, Gerry watched the sun dip below the horizon. Thick, bulbous clouds carrying the promise of water covered the moon. He wished for rain. Wished for everything to be washed away and started anew.
Petal took a medical pack from the bulkhead behind her seat. She kneeled between Gerry, and taking a cleansing wipe, began to clean his cuts. Looking at her wound—a fierce gash below her eye—he knew within himself that he’d let her down, failed to protect her. Someone had tasked him with her care, and now she was the one caring for him.
A roiling anger crawled around his guts like a snake awakening from a deep sleep. Angry because he’d failed her, but also for those who’d hurt her. Flashes of faces came to him, and each time he tried to focus, they blinked away, hiding on the edge of consciousness. But a name came to him: Jasper.
“Who’s Jasper?” he asked.
“The guy we’re gonna kill,” Petal replied, fixing a series of plasters to his wounds. “He is the one who has the demon AI you tried to stop. Or at least will have it soon.”
‘Tried.’ The word was like a knife slicing into his heart. She didn’t say it with any malice, but it was yet another reminder that whatever had gone down he had failed her. Failed to stop this AI.
“I won’t fail again,” Gerry whispered. He pictured an image of Jasper. He was standing intimately with a woman, someone who used to be close to Gerry. My wife! And then he relived the moment again. The video played over in his mind of his wife betraying him.
The snake slithered further throughout his body, and he focused on what he was going to do. He pictured the bloody scene back in that metal room. The room of the body and the blood, and he pictured Jasper’s face on that mutilated lump of meat. All Gerry wanted then was vengeance.



Chapter 19
 
Petal filled Gerry in on what had happened. Their missions, Gabe’s betrayal, and what Jasper was planning to do. His memory didn’t feel like his own anymore. His AIA wasn’t responding—presumably killed by the EMP attack. Still, he felt ready to do what was necessary. He had children, and fragments of their lives, and their time together lurked in the shadows of his mind, growing ever stronger, so that he now felt the loss of separation almost as strongly as his desire for revenge.
Channelling that loss fuelled his motivation. His focus. He’d lost so much lately, and he would rather die trying to restore order, and save his city, as false and unreal as it was, than stand back and watch a million innocent people suffer at the hands of a fundamentalist and an AI programmed for evil.
That The Family were equally evil in their actions wasn’t the point anymore. He couldn’t undo the massive loss of life during the Cataclysm, and he couldn’t undo what The Family had done to the people living inside the Dome. But he could at least try and give them time. Time to live their lives as they’d always done: with ignorance and security. They were nothing more than lab rats, for the amusement of a group of megalomaniac and wannabe gods, but they were still his people, and he was determined to give them as much chance of a secure life as possible.
Jasper and the AI had to be stopped.
A mask-wearing pilot spoke over their comm system, “Approaching the Dome. Security’s out in force. Eight squadrons of assault-drones coming our way.”
“Hold on, Gez. This could get bumpy.” Petal pulled the safety straps on his flight jacket tight, pulling him securely into his seat. Gerry reached out and did the same, ensuring Petal was as secure as he was.
“Isn’t this a suicide mission? Shouldn’t we have called ahead? Explained to The Family what’s happening?” Gerry said. Outside the window, he saw a group of drones shaped like birds dart in formation to flank their craft.
“We tried that. Jasper’s got the place on lock-down. No traffic to and from The Family’s space station. It’ll take hours for them to get reinforcements to the ground, and we don’t have the luxury. But don’t worry. I managed to get a message to the prez. Let’s just hope he believed me.”
The side of her mouth kinked up, creating a sly, knowing grin.
It quickly changed as their craft jolted violently.
“Ion blasts! We can’t take many of these. I thought you uploaded the new codes?” Len said, staring at Petal.
Another explosion, and they began to spin. Gerry’s guts twisted, and he gripped the handholds above his head. The smell of super-heated ions brought back a memory of him being chased down by a drone… of being stuck, covered in steaming hot mud after narrowly avoiding an explosion
“Try the codes again,” Len shouted.
Petal was already one step ahead, frantically entering data on her HackSlate. “It’s no good. Jasper’s blocked my access to the drones. He must have got to Kuznetski. I don’t have time to hack my way in…”
Gerry reached across and took the HackSlate from her. The streams of code on the display resonated with him. He’d seen instructions like this before. It was written in Helix++, and he knew the AI, with its loops-within-loops of ever-changing programs. His hands began to move of their own accord. Everything but the code faded to black and he felt himself disconnect from reality. All that existed was his mind and the code.
First he took control of the Jaguar. Programmed an evasion route, sending their craft higher and higher. The drones followed, kept up with their speed. The Dome shrunk beneath them as they climbed further.
In the real world, someone gripped his arm, shouted something, but he paid no attention: he was one with the code now, and he manipulated a set of commands to send the craft back down towards the Dome in a wide arcing corkscrew pattern.
As they passed the drones, they fired, but their speed was too great, and they missed. The G-force pushed Gerry back into his seat, and he could feel the reverberations of explosions behind him as the drones either crashed into each other, or were caught in the crossfire.
The Dome was no more than half a kilometre away. He could hear panic in the voices as they screamed at him, but he ignored their protests and sent the craft into a straight dive.
Gerry accessed the weapons subroutine and fired their two on-board missiles after deactivating their payloads. He didn’t want the explosion, just the penetration. They launched towards their target, and Gerry tracked their trajectory so that they flanked the craft ten metres either side of its hull. They pierced through the Plexiglas outer-shell of the Dome, and the Jaguar followed, easily breaking through the weakened material.
The drones, however, didn’t have the manoeuvrability, and stuck in their spiral descent, crashed against the exterior, smashing to pieces.
Gerry brought the craft into a slow dip before levelling out. He flew it across the fields of GreenWay Park, and through a series of downtown districts. Accessing the city’s metro maps, he followed the magno-tracks towards the main Council district where President Kuznetski had his office. They’d arrive in less than a minute, which gave him time to search the network and assess the damage.
Petal was right. Jasper had blocked traffic from coming in or leaving the Dome. It was like the demon AI had entangled the entire place in thick impenetrable tentacles. He saw no way through. The sheer depth and complexity of the viral barrier attacked anything that got near it. He backed off and ran a series of identity searches. One of the benefits of the city and everyone’s inbuilt AIAs was that anyone could be found and traced.
First he checked his kids: both were alive, and at their last address. He presumed they were safe—for now at least. He left a trace program running on them to alert him of their movements. Next he searched for his wife. Predictably, she wasn’t on the network, and neither was Jasper. Obviously he was cloaking them both within the confines of the AI.
Last, he checked the president and found him. Only his warning beacon was sending out alert messages. Code 1: the highest possible emergency. But it was no use, they just bounced back off the AI. At least he had a lock on his position.
Gerry set the coordinates, and pulled himself out of the code. It took him a few seconds to readjust. Petal and Len both stared at him, their faces glossy with panic sweat.
“You crazy man!” Petal said with a grin so wide Gerry could see all her teeth, before leaning forward and kissing him on the cheek.
Len just shook his head. “I don’t know how you do what you do.”
Gerry looked at him, thought for a while, and said with a serious tone. “Neither do I.”
They entered the presidential building. Len’s holograms led the procession, their laser barrier giving them easy access. The security team didn’t know what to make of them. They’d obviously not seen anything like it. And the fact that Gerry, the most wanted man in City Earth, was alive and in their midst shocked them into silence.
The route was quick and easy. The government nerve centre hadn’t really needed much better security. This was the Dome after all—where people do as they’re told and aren’t given any reason to complain or protest.
Gerry approached the chamber doors to Kuznetski’s personal room. He didn’t stop to knock. Just kicked open the doors and approached the great, polished oak desk that the president was sitting over, head in his hands. His bald head shined with sweat under the lights. Patches of grey and brown on his sides were turning greyer than Gerry had remembered when he last saw him giving a public address a couple of weeks ago.
“They’ve gone,” Kuznetski said looking up at Gerry. Heavy bags hung beneath his brown eyes, and the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth had deepened to rough crags.
“Who’s gone?” Gerry asked.
“Those who are taking the City from me.”
“We’ve come to help.”
“Who are you people?” He sat back from his desk then, taking in the scene with detail for the first time.
The elder man looked closely at Gerry for a few long seconds. A shine of recognition lit up his dark brown eyes. “How did you… you should be…”
“Dead. I know. Look, we haven’t got time for this. Just tell me what happened.”
Miralam Kuznetski slumped in his chair and rubbed his forehead. Gerry could almost hear the cogitations going through his brain. He looked up at Gerry then, regarded him and his entourage closely, and then leant forward on the desk.
“Okay. They came, took the security codes and left. I couldn’t stop them. It happened too quickly. My security… we’re not set up… how was I—”
“You couldn’t have done anything. Don’t blame yourself. Just tell me what you know about them, and where they’re heading. We’ll take over from here.”
He hesitated, scanned Gerry and his allies. Gerry knew they must have looked like a rag-tag outfit. Gerry stepped forward, leaned over the desk and stared Kuznetski in the eyes.
“Listen,” Gerry said, keeping his voice calm, friendly. “I need you to trust us. I could spend some time showing you evidence of what’s going on, giving you the run down of everything that I, and my allies here, have gone through in order to get here, but frankly I’m tired, stressed, and we’re running out of time. I need you tell me where they went, and right now. Okay?”
It was clear to Gerry the man was out of his depth. Sweat dripped from his forehead and his jaw hung open. A vein pulsed in his temple.
“Come on, man,” Petal said. “We’re trying to help you here. Just tell us.”
Miralam wiped the sweat from his face, sat back and took in a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. “They went to Cemprom.”
Gerry thought back through his murky memories to his time there. So many faces flew through his thoughts, and one stuck out. His boss. Mike Welling. His brain filled in the rest, rebuilding old connections, bridging memories and building a mosaic of dread. His right hand twitched as he remembered firing the gun that put Mike out of his misery.
“The AIAs! Have they got into them yet?” Gerry asked.
Kuznetski squinted at Gerry. “What do you mean?”
“Jasper, the guy who is leading all this, wants to access the main city network to get to everyone’s AIA. Once he’s inside he could wipe out every single person in this city…”
Kuznetski didn’t say anything. Just sat back in his chair and ran a shaking hand across his bald head. “They’ve abandoned me here, haven’t they?”
“They? Who are you talking about?” Gerry asked. “Wait, you’re one of The Family too?”
He nodded. “I’d hoped they would have received my alert signal. They should have come by now. But I’m stuck here.”
Petal stepped up beside Gerry. “Wait a god-damned minute,” she said, pointing her finger at Kuznetski. “If you’re one of The Family, then you must known Jasper.”
“No, no, I don’t. I’ve never been up to the station. He only came down a few months ago. I didn’t even know about it until recently. I don’t know him.”
Gerry held up his hand, it was clear he was telling the truth. The guy was panicked almost out of his skin. His hands shook like he had frostbite and he physically pushed himself back away from Petal as she leaned towards him.
“I don’t care about you right now.” Gerry couldn’t hide his disdain for him and The Family. He fought to control the rising fury within himself. It seemed that Kuznetski’s connection to The Family wasn’t just through his father’s relationship with them during the war. It was clear that Kuznetski Senior was closer to The Family than most had known. “I need to know why Jasper’s gone to Cemprom. Is that were the main node is?”
“Yes, the central uplink. It’s in the underground secure room. No one but The Family and I knew about it. Not even you guys who worked on the algorithms and the security systems. It was supposed to be a completely ring fenced safety measure. In case it got hacked, it was supposed to keep—”
“The Family safe? Yeah, that much is evident. Give me the codes. Now.”
Kuznetski took a DigiCard from his jacket pocket and handed it over to Gerry, who passed it onto Petal.
“Can you check that, Petal?” Gerry said.
She took the card, nodded, and inserted it into her HackSlate. While she was doing that, Gerry turned back to Kuznetski.
“How long ago did they leave?”
“About ten minutes. I can get you there quicker though. We have a direct access tunnel here under the building. Not on any schematics so they didn’t know about it, didn’t even ask. Jasper seemed frantic, unfocused.”
“Yeah, coz Gez here screwed his boss right up and he’s running scared, that’s why,” Petal said.
Gerry couldn’t help but crack the barest of smiles at her petulance and utter disregard for authority. He was reminded all over again why he liked her so much.
“The codes are good, Gez,” Petal said.
“Good. Len, can you leave some of your guys here, to make sure Mr President doesn’t do anything stupid?”
“Hey, I’m on your—”
“You’re most definitely not on my side,” Gerry said as he leaned across the desk, violating the his personal space. “You could have killed my kids today with your pathetic actions. Make no mistake. Whatever happens, I will be back to deal with you personally.”
Kuznetski slunk back in his chair, quivered as he swallowed.
“Consider it done,” Len said as he gestured to his hologram guards. Four of them stationed themselves in each corner of the room. They raised their arms to shoulder height, and a line of lasers connected from one hand to the other, securing the room.
“Show us the tunnel,” Gerry demanded.
The elder man nearly tripped as he rose from his chair and hurried across the polished wood floor to a section of wall. He pressed his hand against the surface and spoke aloud a series of numbers. A red LED light shone from the wall, and scanned his face. There was a click from a mechanism, and the wall dropped into the ground. Ahead of them, a precisely cut square tunnel stretched off into the distance. On the floor was a single track.
He tapped at a control panel attached to the wall inside the tunnel. From within the darkness an amber light shone. It grew brighter as Gerry heard the tell-tale hum of a magno-train.
The white plastic carriage come to a silent stop at the head of the access way. “This’ll take you across the City to Cemprom HQ in less than two minutes. When you get there, you’ll need this.” Kuznetski handed Gerry a round disc the size of an antique dollar.
“You’ll find a single slot at the end of the tunnel. Put this in, and you’ll get access to the elevator that will take you directly to the server room. You should get there before Jasper and his people. To get there through the Cemprom building is tricky and time-consuming. There’s just a single ladder that goes down for half a kilometre.”
“Hopefully you can protect it from this AI. It can’t be taken offline, so you’ll need to find another way.”
“You better not be lying about any of this. Len’s security detail is more than capable of slicing you into pieces no bigger than this disc.” By the look on the his face, Gerry knew he was being sincere. Sweat continued to drip from his face, and unsightly wet patches circled beneath his arms.
“I promise you, Mr Cardle, I want you to succeed as much as you do.”
“Tell me. I’m a dead man according to the system, aren’t I?”
“The lottery algorithm considered you a winner. It’s in the records.”
“Good. I want it to stay that way.”
Before the president had a chance to say anything else, Gerry pushed him aside, opened the door to the magno-train, and waited for Len and Petal to take their seats.
“Right. Let’s go then. We’ve got a demon to exorcise.”
The circular nature of being on another train, heading towards another uncertain future wasn’t lost on Gerry. The memory and the reality merged into one, and as the train pulled away, he did the same as before: watched the light of his past diminish to a dot and finally disappear into blackness. He was dead to the city. Nothing more than a ghost.
There was only forward now.
Len looked at Gerry then Petal, and saw their stern expressions.
“What have I got myself into?”
Both Petal and Gerry together said, “The Salvation business, man.”
Gerry let Petal finish off with: “The pay’s crap, but the satisfaction is good for the soul.”
Despite Petal’s smile, the fact Gabe wasn’t here with them left a hollow feeling inside Gerry’s chest. How could he sell them out? He didn’t want to believe it, but couldn’t think of a logical alternative.
 



Chapter 20
 
The president was right. The train took them to Cemprom, and the elevator lowered them to the server room in just a few minutes. The place was quiet, as anything a half a kilometre beneath the earth was. It reminded him of a tomb. He pushed the thought aside and assessed the situation.
The room was lit evenly by strip lighting, and reminded Gerry of one of Enna’s medical facilities as his memories continued to return to him.
The server itself was surprisingly small, and located centrally on a steel plinth.
Petal scanned the room with her HackSlate looking for rogue traffic signatures trying to access the server: there was nothing. Nothing but the single stream of data flowing into the city’s network from this server. It was all one-way. The server was responsible for the AIA management, and given its size, Gerry knew there must be something special about it, considering the size of the computing power to run a network and track everything across a million citizens.
She scanned the DigiCard and sent the codes across the VPN to Gerry.
“Let’s see what she’s got inside,” Gerry said, as he took a cable from his duster jacket and plugged himself into the machine. When he clicked the jack-plug into his neck port, there was none of the usual buzz of information. It was smooth as butter.
He entered the codes, and to his relief the credentials were good. He was logged in and looking at a terminal window.
“How’s it looking, Gez?” Petal asked.
“Not sure yet. I’m still finding my feet. Len, can you watch the entrance in case we get interrupted?”
“Sure thing.” Len opened his coat and took two pistols from his holsters. He crouched below the entranceway and aimed his guns up into the darkness.
The server had a very basic interface. The first thing Gerry wanted to do was make sure it hadn’t been compromised. He ran a number of diagnostic checks, and was presented with a set of log files. Scanning these he was relieved to see that it wasn’t on the same system as Jasper’s evil AI as he couldn’t feel that impenetrable mutating code trying to violate him, nor see any peculiar access requests. But still he had to make sure that the city’s citizens were okay.
He started to enter a set of commands that he’d used regularly in his job at Cemprom, when designing the algorithm. It was a group of applications that scanned, recorded, and accounted for each individual. He launched them, entered more of the requested access codes, and was presented with a report. Gerry relaxed into the analysis of the data, finding his Zen moment and spinning out queries with his mind as quick as thoughts. The server complied, delivered its results:
No AIA were damaged thus far.
Everything was normal.
No compromises.
Jasper’s AI had tried to get in from the wider city network, but the server was completely safe from external traffic. Only way in was direct. Gerry could try and programme some kind of defence in case Jasper managed to get access to it, but the complexity of the AI was too large for him to keep out. The only way to ensure the citizens’ complete safety was to destroy the server. Society would lose its connection to the network and the benefits of their personal AIAs, but at least they’d be alive, and free.
Searching the power supply and the city’s grid, he had to rule out an EMP. The server was behind several heavy-duty EMP protection circuits. He couldn’t just unplug the machine either, as it was fixed, as one, to the steel column, and had a number of back-up energy sources, including the room itself. The walls acted as wireless energy transfer units. He even suspected that this wasn’t even the central processing unit. The computing power was distributed. There could be hundreds of these somewhere, all providing redundancy in a cloud formation.
Taking it offline was not an option.
Of course, they could just kill Jasper and his pals, but then that wouldn’t solve the problem of getting rid of the AI from the wider network. No, he’d have to lure them into a trap.
It had to stop here.
As he was formulating a workable plan, a shattering noise woke him from his trance.
Gunfire erupted from further up in the tunnel to reverberate around the small room.
Len managed to get two shots off before a volley of lead obliterated his face, sending him crashing to the floor in pieces.
Gerry grabbed Petal and pushed her behind the column. He picked up one of Len’s pistols, crouched to the side of the column, and waited for the first body to come down the ladder.
“You don’t really have anywhere to go, Gerry. Your time is up. I’ll give it you. You exceeded all expectations. Who would have thought little Gerry would have been capable of so much? Our parents would be so proud, but such a shame the only thing they’ll get now is bits of your body in a casket. Unless you cooperate with me of course. It’s not too late—brother.”
“Jasper? What are you on about?” Could he really be his brother, and his parents—still alive?
A black-clothed man dropped from the tunnel on a zip line, and rolled to avoid Gerry’s first shot. He knelt up, pointed a gun at Gerry, and yelled, “Put it down, Gerry, and you might survive the day.”
Gerry didn’t hesitate and shot the man in the face, spraying parts of his skull up the wall. The heat of the shot boiled the blood so that a red mist fell upon the slumped body.
“I’ve got many more of them, brother. We could do this all day until you’re out of ammo, which by my reckoning will be in two more shots. Low capacity on those pistols, you see.”
“I was an only child! My parents never alluded to anything otherwise. Not to mention they’re dead. Now shut up and come down here and face me. Let’s end this.”
Gerry logged out of the system and wiped his access file to remove the codes.
Jasper laughed as another body slipped down the ladder. This time Gerry wasn’t quick enough, and the woman ducked from his shot, rushed him, and drove him to the floor.
Gerry fired the pistol, but it struck the ceiling.
A fist crashed into his face, breaking his nose and dislodging the cable and connection to the server.
The pain blinded him for a second, as old wounds split open. He slumped back, twisted his head to avoid swallowing blood. Another heavy punch pounded into his skull. Gerry’s head bounced off the metal floor. His world spun. His body tensed with a wracking pain.
The woman’s steel-covered fist rose up ready to bring down another blow, but her head jerked back violently and blood spilled from her neck.
Petal pulled her spike out, thrust it again into the woman’s chest, and kicked her to one side.
“Gez, you okay?” Petal asked. She knelt over him, her hands on his face. “Gez!”
Gerry gurgled, “I’m… okay…” as he sat up.
There was a noise like clatter of boots on metal, and the whirring of zip lines. Gerry looked up.
Standing in front of him was Jasper, backed up by five men and women in black clothing, and holding heavy weaponry. The tiny pistol, now next to him, seemed entirely ineffective in comparison, but it didn’t stop Petal from reaching over to grab it and levelling it at Jasper’s face.
“Pull the trigger, little girl,” he said with a sly grin.
She did. Nothing happened. Out of ammo.
“I did warn you. You should have paid attention.” Jasper gestured to a woman next to him, and she shot Petal in the leg, sending her spinning to the ground.
“Strap and bag her. She’s coming with us.”
“Leave her alone!” Gerry made to stand, but a heavy boot from one of Jasper’s goons pushed down on his throat, pinning him uselessly to the floor like a bug.
Two more of Jasper’s squad strode around the server.
Petal lashed out at one of them, catching them in the face with her spike, but another goon had already removed a netted bag and quickly subdued her. They tied her up and pulled her away from Gerry.
Jasper gestured to the man with a boot pressed at Gerry’s throat. The boot lifted, allowing Gerry to take a choking breath. Gerry rose to his feet with an overwhelming desire to kill every last person in the room, but he was impotent to do anything. Unarmed and injured, backed into a corner, he had nothing left to offer. Unless what Jasper said was true. If he were his brother, then he’d be like Gerry. He’d be able to…
Backing away with his arms up, Gerry scrutinised Jasper. He had to be honest with himself. They certainly shared a resemblance. He recognised those eyes, and the bone structure. There was one way to find out.
“Okay, let’s all just stop and think about this,” Gerry said, trying to buy time, allowing his mind and body to recover from the violence so that he could think straight. Then he thought about his and Petal’s VPN connection. His dermal implant was still active. In the back of his mind it blinked away, waiting for instruction.
“Take her up,” Jasper said.
Two of his people attached the zip line to Petal and sent her up into the tunnel. They followed behind leaving Jasper and just two of his guards. That made the odds a little more even. Jasper moved to the server, took a slate from his pocket, and plugged in the trailing cable from the server. He turned to one of his people. “The codes?”
They fished around their flak jackets, checking their numerous pockets like a best man at a wedding trying to find the rings. He eventually pulled out a DigiCard and handed it to Jasper, who gestured expertly across the slate’s surface.
“I see you’ve had a bit of an upgrade,” Jasper said, referring to Gerry’s neck port.
“I code better with a direct connection.”
Jasper laughed, shook his head. “If only you knew. I fear it’s too late though. You have the expression of a radical. You’re too far gone.”
“For what?”
Jasper ignored him. “You did quite the job on Seca. I saw it on the video feed. A little bit stabby, aren’t you? I wonder where you get that from?”
“If you’re trying to say we’re alike then you’re far madder than I thought.”
“Aren’t we both killers? Haven’t we both done extreme things for those we love?”
“You don’t love anything. That’s why you’re willing to slaughter an entire city.”
“They’re an abomination. I’m doing this for humanity.”
“Even if that means killing my kids? They’re your family too, after all.” He hoped that would have some effect, but Jasper just smiled and shook his head.
“They’re not your kids, Gerry. Just surrogates to keep you in your place. Just like your wife isn’t your wife, but a defected agent. She works for me now. Good in bed too, huh?”
As much as it hurt, Gerry wanted to keep him talking, buy more time. While Jasper carried on with his taunts, Gerry accessed his VPN. No response from Petal, which was to be expected. At least she was still alive. He scanned the room and found the IP addresses of Jasper and his guards. As he’d hoped, they too were sharing a VPN for communications. He directed his implant’s transmitter to one of Jasper’s men’s comm unit and was blocked by the firewall.
“If things were different, you could have helped me take down The Family, make them pay for what they’ve done. We wouldn’t have had to be enemies over this. Even Seca was just a pawn to be extinguished. You and I could have given humanity a fresh start. One without interference…” Gerry nodded, kept eye contact and watched Jasper grow ever more animated as he tried to access the server. It was taking longer than it should. He hoped Kuznetski had given him the wrong codes.
“If you are my brother, why did it take so long for you tell me? You were at Cemprom for a while, why not say something then?”
Gerry continued to probe the firewall as he kept Jasper talking. He noticed a particular port in the firewall open up to receive a message from another member of the team. Gerry noted the signature and encryption code of the data stream, replicated it, and programmed a Helix self-replicating exploit.
It slipped through, and he felt the connection. One more bridge to get to Jasper…
Jasper looked down at his slate quizzically, entered more data as his face began to redden. He glared at Gerry.
“What have you done?”
Gerry didn’t know if he meant the server, or his trying to access his VPN connection. “You’re the genius here. You tell me.”
Jasper flared his nostrils, turned to the woman on his left carrying a pistol. “Shoot him in the leg.”
Almost before he finished the command, the woman pulled the trigger while wearing a smile on her face. Gerry collapsed to the floor as a slug smashed his knee to pulp. He gripped the mess with his hands, stifled the scream, and shut his eyes as he wished for the pain to pass. But it continued to build. Searing heat travelled up his leg burning every nerve ending as it went.
“Now, give me the codes, or I’ll take the other leg,” Jasper said.
Gerry pointed to Petal’s HackSlate on the floor. That Jasper hadn’t noticed it before was a good sign. He was distracted.
Inside Gerry’s head something tingled, and he smiled. Mags was back.
- Mags, what happened?
- The EMP fried some of your neural paths. The latent NanoStems have repaired them and I’m back online. The pain you experience was just what I needed to get going again. Shall we get to work?
He felt complete again, and despite the pain, focused his mind on the task at hand. Together, his mind and his AIA spun code as one, easily skipping across the bridge and into Jasper’s comm unit.
- Wait until he downloads the AI into the system, and then execute program #081, Gerry said.
Program #081 was his lure, and he hoped he had just enough time to make it work.
- Execution ready.
Lying in the corner of the room, Gerry’s heart skipped a beat, became irregular. He thought he was dying. It didn’t seem like his heart would stand the stress, and yet he pushed himself further, sending his mind into the stream of Helix code once again. Through Jasper’s comm unit, he watched as his brother downloaded the colossal AI. Its black, writhing tentacles of multi-threaded viral code swarmed the CPU, penetrated its defences as though they were nothing more than paper soldiers.
- Launch the program, Mags.
He hoped with what he thought were his final breaths that he’d got it right. He didn’t have time to debug the code, or test the program. It was literally all or nothing.
- Successfully executed, awaiting report. I’m switching off your pain receptors and directing what’s left of the NanoStems to your heart. Hold out for a while longer, we can’t die just yet.
- I’m… trying…
A black fog snuffed out his view of the network and the flow of data. He felt the icy touch of an AI’s multi-threaded virus enter his brain. This wasn’t how it should have happened. The AI was probing his brain, leaving malicious code behind in its wake, destroying cells and neural pathways. Gerry was sure he could hear an audio file of something laughing as it took him apart piece by piece.
Old memories came flooding back: images of past birthdays with his wife and kids. Walking the dog in the fields, and then he was younger, trying on badly designed jumpers, and there, opposite him, another child wearing the same jumper. It was true…
Two high-pitched screams broke through his consciousness. The two guards fell to the floor, blood pouring from their ears and nose. Jasper reeled away from the server, dropping his slate. Across the VPN connection, Jasper screamed and shouted ‘no’ over and over. The Helix code running to and from the VPN transformed and mutated as the AI’s subroutines investigated this change.
- Disconnect us from the VPN now, Mags.
- Disconnection successful.
The set of pre-programmed instructions executed and the AI leapt from his brain and into the nearest node: Jasper.
Gerry’s heart stopped. At first he thought it was because he wasn’t breathing, but when he took in a deep breath, and rapidly filled and emptied his lungs in attempt to start his heart again, it remained quiet and still. The last dark, tentacular viruses of the AI were easy to uninstall from his brain.
- What happened, did it work?
- Yes, but we’re dying.
He closed his eyes, thought of his kids, and lay very still as Jasper’s data flow stopped. Everything was quiet, and life slipped away as one by one Gerry’s organs failed. At the very end, the last thing to stop working was his brain. It was clean. He’d successfully managed to exorcise the demon AI—by using Jasper as the lure. To save his family, he had to sacrifice his own brother. He made peace with it and let the darkness take him. At least the city was safe.



Chapter 21
 
The afterlife wasn’t something Gerry believed in. He was having trouble explaining why he could still feel and hear. Maybe he was still actually dying, and as the blood ran from his brain, phantom stimuli tricked him into thinking everything was okay.
His right hand dangled down and his fingers brushed against something soft. Carpet perhaps. No. It moved. He twitched his fingers away, but the furry thing pushed against him, purred. He realised it was a cat. A real cat!
He opened his mouth, felt the dryness within his throat, but was still able to speak. “Hello? Is someone here? Where am I?”
The purring continued as the cat nudged against his hand before leaping up beside him. It curled against him and its purr vibrated through his chest. It was soothing, and soon he felt his own breathing match the rhythm of the cat. He tried to open his eyes, but something held them shut. This couldn’t be the afterlife, could it?
A door opened. Footsteps shuffled across the carpet.
“Are you awake?”
It was a female voice, soft, but with a mature tone.
“Who are you? Where am I?”
She cupped his left hand in hers. They were soft and warm, and only then did he realise how cold he was. “I’m your mother, and you’re home, my darling.”
She peeled away the tape holding the bandages to his eyes and light flooded in. In the brightness, he saw a woman standing by the side of him. She was tall, lithe, and glowing with vitality. Her eyes were bright blue. Her skin, completely flawless. She turned away from him and opened the blinds on the window. Outside, distant stars studded the great back space. And then he noticed, in the corner of the window, a blue planet moving slowly across their path in an arc. Earth.
“My girls?” Gerry asked.
“Safe. You saved everyone, apart from your brother. But Gerry, my son, don’t fret. They’re not your girls anymore. Never were, but I know your love was real. That’s why we believed in you. Unlike all our other children, you were the one with empathy. You were the most human. But I’m afraid you’re badly damaged and we have to rebuild you.”
“Rebuild? What happened to me?”
“You died. But don’t worry, we’ll soon make you better than before, and then you’ll be going back to Earth.”
“Where exactly am I?”
“Our space station, of course. Like I said, Gerry love, you’re home.” She wiped his forehead with a cloth and smiled at him. “We need you to go back and do one more thing for us.”
“I’ve died for you! Been tortured for you! What more can I give?”
“You met a girl calling herself Petal. We need her. She’s ill, and we can’t allow her to die.”
“What do you know about her?”
“She’s living evolution, Gerry. And dangerous.”
“Dangerous how?”
“You’ve seen what she can do, holding code secure. Well, she can do that to DNA too. She can hold a human consciousness within her, and mutate it. In the wrong hands… well, let’s just say that you thought Seca was out of control, he would pale into insignificance if our enemies get hold of the girl and realise what she can do.”
“And who are your enemies? In fact, it seems everyone is your enemy. I can’t say I blame them, considering what you did during the Cataclysm.”
“Ah, the Cataclysm. They all think it was us. Well, that’s not entirely true. We ended it, Gerry, but it was the governments that started it. They were the ones to first drop the nukes. They sent hundreds of thousands of drones into civilised areas and killed millions of innocent people. If we hadn’t stepped in when we did, there would be nothing at all left. That’s why we built the Dome. To start again. To give humanity a fighting chance.”
“And in the process, forsake all those outside it.”
She lowered her head then. Her sadness clear and apparently genuine.
“We tried to help them. They’re too far gone. If we let them in, the gene pool would fragment and wither. We can’t allow that. We need to build a stronger, more resistant human. It’s a harsh world out there, Gerry. You’ve not even scratched the surface, but we’ll teach you. We’ll show you everything, and then, my dear, we’ll rebuild you and send you back so you can find your Petal.”
The way she said it: ‘your Petal,’ as if there were more than just a casual acquaintance. And yet she was right. He knew it. He loved her, in some way. If what his mother was saying was true, he would kill for the chance to go back and find her. And Gabe. There was bad blood there that needed letting. One way or another.
“What do you plan on doing with her if I agree to do what you ask?”
“Keep her safe. The pair of you can live here, in perfect safety. Your every desire and want can be catered for here. Even more so than the Dome. You will be a free man here. Free to come and go as you please. You could have a wonderful life. Our research departments would be at your disposal. You could continue your work, or go in any other direction you wish.”
“What if I wanted to stay down there?”
“You won’t, Gerry. When you experience what it’s really like. When you go to the places that we suspect Petal has been taken to, you really won’t want to stay there.”
“And what about my girls? I still miss them.” But even as he finished that sentence, to his surprise, he realised that wasn’t entirely true. He barely knew them now. Or his wife. That world seemed so far away. As if it all took place in a dream, fading into his memories. Was that the doing of this woman, or The Family? Had they wiped his memories of them? Were his feelings artificial?
His mother didn’t respond. She knew that he knew.
“Please, Gerry. Do this one thing. Find Petal and then come home to us. You belong here. We’ve missed you so much.”
“What about Jasper? Did you love him too?”
She took a deep breath and tried to hide the hurt that was still so clear on her face.
“I won’t lie. I adored him. Though he didn’t have your empathy, he had such a drive to live, and live in the right way. It hurts me deeply to see how quickly he changed, how far Seca drove him once he got his poisonous claws into him. I don’t blame you for what you did. You had to do it.”
“Where were you and all your resources while I was down there dying?”
“We were blocked,” she said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Something jammed our communications and satellites. We tried to send help, but we couldn’t get there soon enough. By the time the shuttle landed and the security team got to you, the rest of Jasper’s allies had escaped. But you, Gerry. You saved the Dome. Saved everyone.”
She leant over and kissed him on the cheek. His skin was still sore from the wounds.
Sighing, he sat up, sending the cat scooting off the bed.
“I’ll do it. I’ll find Petal. But let me make it clear. I’m doing it for me.”
She closed her eyes and breathed out with relief.
“I want you to tell me one thing though,” Gerry said, scrutinising the woman, trying to divine any sense of deception.
“Anything.”
“Tell me why you faked my life. Why the false memories? Why wasn’t I told what I could do? That I was one with my AIA?”
“It was your father, Nolan’s, choice. He wanted you to stand on your own two feet. He wanted to give you the closest to a normal upbringing as possible.”
“You think any life down there is normal?”
Amma shrugged. “It’s as close to normal as we can get it.”
Gerry shook his head. Realised she didn’t truly understand what it was like to be controlled, to live in fear of the D-Lottery. But she continued on, making her case.
“Your foster parents were real. Normal. They loved you as much as we do, and we entrusted them with your education. You had the benefit of knowing what it was to be like the others, but also, now, what it’s like to be something else, something better. And it’s that experience which makes you perfect for recovering Petal.
“It’s not easy for me to let you go again. I’ve been watching you grow and develop for years and become the man you are, and yet I couldn’t speak with you, hold you. You talk of torture. It was torture for us watching you from a distance, always in fragments. But I couldn’t interfere with your development. You needed time to find out what you were naturally.
“When you go for Petal, you’ll have help. You won’t be alone. We have a contact on the ground who will supply you with resources. You’ve met her.”
“Enna?” Gerry asked.
“Yes. She’s one of ours. Your aunt in fact.”
“So that’s why she wanted me to take care of Petal… she knew what she was and knew you wanted her up here. Why didn’t she say anything?” The clarity of truth just didn’t chime with what he got from Enna on the surface. He just couldn’t see her as one of them. But if what Amma was saying was true, then he was one of them too. It made him sick. After everything he had learned about The Family, about the results of their weapons and actions, it turned out that all along he was another one of their number.
He shook his head. “None of this can be happening. None of this is real. How can I trust any of it?”
“We’ll show you. And then you’ll know the truth of who you are.”
“Show me then,” he said, sitting up in the bed.
Amma held up a hand. “Easy, you’re still recovering. Maybe tomorrow. Your full recovery might take a while.”
“The more time I spend up here in your space station, the less time I’m on Earth finding Petal. Besides,” Gerry said. “If she’s so special to you, why don’t you send a squad down there after her?”
“It’s a question of resource management. And you really are best suited to the job. Besides, Enna’s on the ground, tracking her. She has resources to do part of the job, but we’ll need you to convince her to come back with you.”
“And what makes you think I’ll do that?” Gerry asked, “I’m not even convinced myself.”
“That’s what the next week or so is for. We’ll convince you.”
It sounded like a threat, such was the steel in her voice. Perhaps he was getting to the heart of her true nature. “Fine,” Gerry said. “Either way, I will gladly return to the surface and find her.”
He didn’t mention that he’d bring her back. Finding her was priority number one. Anything after that wasn’t as important. His mother hugged him, and he grudgingly gave in. The need for love and family floated like shallow oil on top of an ocean of hate for what they had done. The fact both Seca and Jasper had betrayed them was enough for Gerry to be wary of their intentions.
Although he had only been with Petal for a few days, he already felt close to her like she was his family. A desire to protect her burned deep. He would follow this woman’s lead for now, gather intel, and then make sure no one would use or abuse Petal again.
 
***
 
Gerry finished his basic physiotherapy within his recovery room. Two days had passed since his surgery. He felt his body begin to recover, although it would take longer for him to return to his previous levels of fitness. Muscles, bones, and tendons clicked and popped as he put himself through the callisthenic exercises. Taking a deep breath to let his heart rate drop, he sat down on an armchair, and his hand naturally went to his head again.
They had given him a prosthetic, cybernetic eye replacement with the promise of enhanced vision and various recording and augmented overlay functions, but it wasn’t hooked up to his internal systems yet. It felt wrong in his skull. Too heavy. He couldn’t stop poking it through his skin, feeling the hard metal casing against his fingers.
During the last two days, he’d been given a nutrient-rich drip alongside real, cooked food. Despite himself, he grew accustomed to the luxury, reverting back to his old way of life, but throughout, he played the game, kept them onside, all the while observing them, learning from them. So far they’d kept their cards close to their chest. Both Amma and her precious, and arrogant, son, Tyronius had treated him well; the latter talking Gerry through some of the systems of the station and some of the advancements he oversaw for their various transhuman and posthuman technologies.
It was clear to him, however, they weren’t showing him everything; they soon diverted the subject and his attentions whenever he got too close to the details.
The station itself seemed to stretch for miles. Hallways and corridors without end, rooms and labs filled with computers, holoscreens, and busy men and women. They let him wander how he liked, although there were certain parts of the station locked down to him, despite the sound of activity beyond the various doors making him wonder what they were doing, what they were building.
One of the busiest zones was the shuttle dock. He observed that once a day, a shuttle would leave the station for Earth, and another would return. The first one, they told him, was taking down a number of new officials to take over the running of Cemprom and the presidency.
It seemed Kuznetski had seen the end of his reign, although what had happened to him, Gerry could only speculate. Yet another detail they obfuscated.
Throughout his meanderings up and down the white-surfaced corridors he struggled to catch on to any networks with his implant or his internal transceiver. He knew the station had incredible computation power both internally and externally with The Family’s various satellites, but he could find no way in. They did a fine job of securing their systems.
He knew why—their head of IT: Jachz. A formidable example of The Family’s technology.
It was 09:00 on the third day when Amma entered the sparsely decorated recuperation room. Beige walls, white furniture—a bed, a cabinet, and an holoscreen stand—and a number of modern art pictures created with fractal calculations, made up the full compliment of decor.
A tall, lithe man, wearing a sharply-tailored grey suit stood behind her. He was completely bald, with small, green eyes. They darted too fast, too precise. His movements were smooth, efficient, and without flaw as if he were made of liquid metal.
“Let me introduce you to your recovery manager,” Amma said, standing aside and placing her hand on the man’s arm. “Jachz will complete your systems upgrades and make sure you’re ready for action.”
Gerry stood and approached the man, although he knew the word man wasn’t entirely accurate. He held out his hand. Jachz took it with a dry, cold grip. Squeezing just a little, Gerry noticed the lack of pulse. Unsurprising.
Given Enna had specialised in building transcendents: AI-controlled human-like bodies, Jachz was no surprise.
“AI?” Gerry asked, eyeing Amma.
“Our finest,” she said, her body puffing up with pride.
“Thank you,” Jachz said. “I’m honoured to meet you, Gerry. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“Oh?” Gerry asked, “You’ll have to fill me in on the details. It seems I don’t know myself half as well as you all do.” He meant to say it as a light-hearted quip but the truth of his conviction came out, giving the words a knife edge.
Jachz closed his eyes for a second and inclined his head in respect. “I’ll do my best to serve your recovery, Gerry. If you would like to come with me to my lab, we’ll start our work. We have a number of challenges ahead of us.”
“And maybe you can finally give me some answers,” Gerry said.
“I will try my best.”
 



Chapter 22
 
The recovery with Jachz took eight days in total. By the end, Gerry felt as if his mind had been processed over and over until all the kinks were planed smooth. His vision returned fully with the aid of his cybernetic replacement. It boasted a new feature: an AO—augmented overlay. A HUD display that delivered various statistics and information provided by his AIA, which Jachz had reprogrammed to be faster and closer integrated with Gerry’s unique brain.
“Tell me then, Jachz,” Gerry said while his brain was hooked up to Jachz’s diagnostic and reprogramming system. “What exactly is it that makes my brain unique? Enna mentioned that I had another being within my subconscious.”
Jachz sat on a stool in front of the holoscreen that stretched half the width of the six-metre-wide room. The whiteness of the walls and the semi-translucent blue hue of the screen gave Jachz’s complexion a cold look. “It’s not quite accurate,” he said, turning to face Gerry who was sat on a recliner with various cables running from his neck port into Jachz’s system. “You have a secondary process running within your neural network.”
“What does that actually mean?” Gerry asked, sitting up. “How did that even occur?”
“It was Nolan, your father, who invented the idea. He created software that could run on the brain. Nano technology. Each tiny nano gate would connect with each other, bridging connections with your brain, creating a new kind of brain network—a logical computer. It allows your mind to work on two levels. That is the reason why you and your AIA, courtesy of the dermal chip, are so entwined. So much so that if we were to remove that chip, you would suffer considerable brain damage.”
“So I am one with it all then? Me, Mags, and this other nano network are all essentially… me?”
Jachz’s face approximated a smile. The muscles were a little stiff compared to Enna’s transcendents. Perhaps he didn’t smile much in his day-to-day duties on the station.
“Yes,” Jachz said. “They are as much you as your heart or your blood.”
“And that’s why I can create code in my mind? Why I can get into computer systems as easy as if I were breathing?”
Jachz inclined his head. That seemed to be his way of agreeing. His facial expressions never really changed much, so Gerry had to try and discern most of the meaning from his non-inflected speech and body language. “Tell me, Jachz, what makes you, you?”
“Can you be more specific?”
“I mean, you’re an artificial intelligence controlling a physical, human-like body. How does that work exactly? Do you have an organic brain? Are you like Enna’s transcendents?”
“I regret to say I’m not completely aware of Enna’s work, but from the information I have been privy too, I would say we are similar in some aspects.”
“What’s the difference?” Gerry asked.
“I believe they are programmed to work within certain parameters. They are personality stereotypes that Enna has created. Although they control their bodies in much the same way as I do: a software-to-neuronal interface that translates thought to nerve information and thus muscle information, I have the capacity to learn and evolve, with one exception.”
“And that is?”
“I am unable to feel or emote. I can approximate them. I am aware of appropriate responses, but they do not come naturally as they would a human. Even Enna’s creations are programmed to feel certain emotions. One of her early models was made to feel love and affection, for example.”
“Do you wish you could feel?” Gerry asked.
Jachz blinked once and became still; so still that Gerry had a strange idea he might have perhaps crashed and was in need of a reboot. Shifting his legs off the recliner, Gerry made to move closer when Jachz’s green eyes suddenly glowed and he became animate again.
“I can’t answer that, as I know not what I miss. One cannot wish for something one does not know or understand.”
“I suppose not,” Gerry said, sitting back on the recliner. “Are we nearly done?” Streams of code continued to race down the giant holoscreen in front of Jachz whose smooth gesturing and programming would occasionally cause a ripple among the code.
Internally, Gerry’s thoughts quickened and sharpened to the levels before his temporary death.
“Almost,” Jachz said. “A few more minutes while I make sure your nano network is fully operational. It took a lot of damage, but I’ve repaired the majority of bugs and broken code. I just need to make sure it is working within the right parameters.”
“What happens if it isn’t?”
“It could overload your brain and damage cells. At the other end of the spectrum it could retard your capacity to form memories or learn. It’s a fine balance, but we’re nearly there. Now, if you would just relax and clear your mind. I’ll run the last of the diagnostics and then we can run you through some final tests to ensure you are correct and fully functional.”
“You make me sound like a robot,” Gerry said.
“You are, Gerry. All humans are basically machines, after all. You are just a different kind of machine. One more capable than most. Now, please concentrate your mind, relax, and clear yourself of any thoughts. Especially any that cause distress. Those will only prolong this procedure.”
Gerry sat back on the recliner and closed his eyes. At first he could think of no way to calm his mind as hundreds of questions came to him, begging for answers, but one by one he let them go until his consciousness focussed on the image that had pervaded his thoughts since he came to the station. From within his recovery room a porthole allowed him a partial view of space and the great blue marble that was Earth arcing across the aperture.
He fixed that image in his mind and let everything else go.
Jachz’s procedural diagnostics caused a low-latency hum within Gerry’s mind. It made his body tingle as if he’d been connected to a low voltage battery. It helped him remain calm, like listening to white noise. As he fell ever deeper into a state of semi-unconsciousness, a state between waking and sleeping, he became aware of a dark shape lurking in the corners, just out of his full cognition.
It sat there, beckoning him to focus, to let his attentions go into the shadows of his mind. Curiosity took over, and being now more in the dream state, he let himself flow through the darkness towards this source of energy. For a brief moment the true scope of this other entity came into focus. Gerry reeled away as if from a monster in a nightmare. Black, infinite tendrils rushed to him, but Gerry was too quick.
He snapped his eyes open and exhaled a breath he had unknowingly held for too long. Dark blotches of colour covered his vision. He sat up and instinctively made to pull the cable from his neck port, wanting to get as far away as the black entity as possible. The glaring whiteness of the room soon cleared his vision and made him squint against the stark contrast.
“What the hell was that?” Gerry asked, thinking it was of Jachz’s doing.
The AI leapt to his feet, bounded to Gerry, and prevented him from disconnecting the cable, grabbing his wrist with a fierce grip. “You must not do that, Gerry.” Jachz said. “It’ll damage the nano network. Please, just give it another minute to reboot and we’ll be done here.”
Gerry’s throat constricted. A pain throbbed within his head. “What did you do to me? What was that … thing in my head?” He could still see a shadow of the infinite tendrils reaching to him from the void of unconsciousness.
“I don’t know what you mean,” Jachz said, turning his attentions to the holoscreen. “I didn’t do anything but run the various diagnostics. I could not make you see anything with this system. All this does is recalibrate your nano network. What did you see?”
The image had started to burn away by the fire of waking. Like a dream it had vanished to some secret recess beyond his reach. The only evidence of any such thing was the feeling of dread and awe. Whatever it was, it had a vast intelligence. So very vast. “I can’t describe it,” Gerry said as the memory sped away from him faster than he could think.
“This is quite unusual. I see nothing in the log files to indicate unusual brain activity. This must be some artefact of the semi-dream state and the recalibration. I should notify the others.”
Gerry grasped Jachz’s arm. “No! You can’t.” He realised he was gripping Jachz tightly and eased the pressure. “Sorry, but I don’t want anyone knowing about this. As you say, it’s just a quirk. No more tests, no more diagnostics. I just want to go back to Earth. I’m done here. You understand?”
The AI paused for a moment considering Gerry’s words. Again, Gerry thought he had switched off such was his deathly stillness. Eventually he inclined his head. “I will finish here and let you be on your way, Gerry. There’s no record of the incident so I’ll assume it’s a human quirk.”
“Thank you. I appreciate that.”
With hindsight, Gerry would wish Jachz wasn’t so compliant.
 
***
 
The rest of the procedure went without incident. Jachz had mentioned a few times how impressed he was with Gerry’s ability to recover and the capacity with which he could deal with complex programming problems. If Jachz had the ability to emote, Gerry was certain there was an element of jealousy within his comments. But he couldn’t feel, and was merely making Gerry feel at ease.
When Jachz had finally finished and given Gerry a clean bill of health, he accompanied him to the shuttle bay ready for his return journey back to Earth. Within the dock of the bay, standing in a small group, his parents, Amma and Nolan, and his brother Tyronius along with Jachz and a number of engineers, waited for Gerry to approach his shuttle.
A sleek two-seater craft, in The Family’s colours of white and beige, shaped like a rounded wedge, awaited his boarding. A single gull-wing door hung open showing him the sparse but comfortable interior. The journey would only take a couple of hours, but it was encouraging he would travel in comfort.
As he approached, Nolan stepped forward, his arms out wide as if waiting for a hug. Gerry stopped short. Throughout his stay, he’d only really interacted with Amma and Jachz, and occasionally the cold and distant Tyronius. Nolan had barely spoken with him during his recovery, but the way he acted as if he were saying goodbye to his best friend made Gerry only increase his disdain for his so-called father.
Realising Gerry wasn’t going to reciprocate, Nolan dropped his arms by his sides and coughed to ease the embarrassment. The flashing blue and red docking lights of the shuttle bay created specular reflections on his bald head. His skin, the colour of polished mahogany, had a bright sheen to it. He fiddled with his round, silver-wire-rimmed spectacles, diverting his attention away from Gerry’s gaze.
As much as he tried, Gerry could not return the warmth that Amma and Nolan had wished for. They might be his biological parents, and Tyronius, with his dark, slicked-back hair and sharp cruel features, might be his brother, but he looked on them as strangers, enemies even.
They had used Gerry, experimented on him, and despite bringing him back from death, only wanted him for what he could do; wanted him to bring Petal to them so they could continue with their experiments and advancements.
“Son?” Nolan finally said, stepping towards Gerry, gripping his arms. “I know none of this has been easy on you. I know you don’t feel an emotional connection with us, but I want you to give us time. Try and see things from our perspective. When you come back with Petal you’ll have time to study us. Research our history, and then you’ll understand why we did what we did, and why we do what we do. You and I are not so different.”
“How’s that?” Gerry asked, genuinely interested, especially as that last remark seemed to elicit a sneer from Tyronius who stood next to Amma as if his very proximity would claim her as his own. As far as Gerry was concerned he was welcome to them.
“I hated my father too,” Nolan said, releasing Gerry. “I hated what our great company had become at the time. Moving from environmental technology to that of an arms power. There’s a blurring of lines when a corporation grows so powerful it becomes a sovereign entity in its own right.”
“And yet you were still influential come the time this ‘company’ decided to end the war, and basically ended the world.”
“Yes, but I was also the driving force, along with your mother, in rebuilding it. We gave humanity a future. Without us, there would be nothing.” He sighed, let his shoulders drop. “But I know this is an old conversation and it’ll never end. Such a massive event will always generate questions. But before you go, I want you to know that you will always have a place here with us, and that I hope when you return, you’ll find it in yourself, even if it’s just curiosity, to study with us, get to know us, learn the facts of this family, and then judge us.”
“I will do that,” Gerry said. “I believe that is only fair.”
At that, Nolan smiled, the tension of his body eased. Amma also smiled, her eyes showing it to be natural. Tyronius’ sneer deepened.
“I’m pleased to hear it,” Nolan said. “In the meantime, your new transceiver software will give you a direct connection to our communication satellite while on Earth. And your new eye will deliver us an audio and video feed, along with an augmented overlay to give you data during your mission. If there’s anything you need while you’re down there, or if you need to talk with any of us, we’ll be here.”
Gerry was already at work in deciphering the code that created that connection. When he got to the planet’s surface, he had no intention of allowing that direct connection to continue. And he had no intentions of ever coming back and researching them.
He saw enough during his recovery. Saw the number of AI-controlled bodies being experimented on; saw how their coders were trying to come up with new types of intelligences, even devices in order to upload one’s mind completely, which he had learned was Amma and Nolan’s main line of interest. Immortality was there aim, one that was entirely posthuman and without the need for a body.
That was too far for him. Humanity was more than just a mind on a computer chip. Still, he continued the subterfuge, played the game, and made his way to the shuttle.
As he settled inside, and the engineers got him set up, he turned to face the on-looking group. “I’ll be sure to keep you updated on the status of my task.”
“Safe journey, my love,” Amma said. “And thank you. We look forward to welcoming you, and Petal, back to the station soon.”
Gerry nodded and turned to the engineer. “I’m ready to go.”
The young woman in the grey coveralls radioed to the dock controllers and stood back from the shuttle as the door closed.
A voice came directly into Gerry’s mind via his transceiver.
“I’ll be your liaison during the flight, Gerry,” Jachz said. “Just relax and listen to my instructions and you will be on the surface within a few hours. Are you ready?”
“Let’s get this bird in the air, Jachz. I got a woman to find.”
 



Chapter 23
 
The shuttle left the station with the grace of a swan. It pitched away in an arc towards Earth, leaving that great, long metal structure of The Family’s home behind. For a moment Gerry held his breath at the majesty of space before him. Unlike being on the planet’s surface, where pollution and clouds obscured the stars, here everything was sharp and clear and infinite. For the past couple of weeks he’d stared out of the porthole and watched the stars, but having this wider vista through the shuttle’s holoscreen, he felt like he was right in the middle of a great void.
Jachz’s instructions had finished. Gerry was told he would be flying silent for the next hour, unless he required anything. But he didn’t. All he wanted was the quiet to enjoy the awe-inspiring views. It also brought into perspective the significance, or lack of it, of his life.
Out there on an endless number of worlds there must be other life, other people, creatures, types of life forms, all thinking they matter. But individually, they, including himself, those on the station, and those on Earth, amounted to so little. And yet that smallness mattered so much. A tiny blip of life on a dust fragment spinning through space had all the meaning in the universe.
It was during that journey towards the planet that he realised just how much he missed Petal. She’d sacrificed so much for him and kept him alive in numerous situations. There was no way he could betray that loyalty, or his feelings for her, by returning to The Family.
His mind was still at work at unpicking the code that made up the connection to The Family’s communication satellite. They had a whole collection of them in a low-earth-orbit, providing various functions. It was the largest network he’d ever seen.
Despite his skills, and his recovery, he couldn’t get into the code, but he could at least program a roadblock to prevent them spying on him from within. As he sent his mind more fully into the communications satellite, he discovered a flow of data from a specific node. He guessed that was the satellite. It appeared to him as a massive data store, with other stores connected to it.
Unable to resist looking closer, he dove further in and analysed the data.
Within a split-second he knew it was a mistake.
His entire body tensed, and a deathly chill shrouded his soul. A force gripped his mind and dragged him further in.
The tendrils, he thought. A flash of code came to him, paralysing, probing. He tried to leave the data stream, bring his mind back to his body, but it was too late. The entity he briefly saw during his diagnostic approached. A massive, dark intelligence reached out to him.
Gerry screamed, squeezed his eyes shut, and spun a set of defensive code patterns. The entity swatted them away as if they were harmless flies. To Gerry’s horror, he was aware of a change in the trajectory of the shuttle. Snapping his eyes open, still half in that data-state, he saw the Earth spinning away from him, to be replaced with the darkness of deep space.
The arcing stars caused a blurring flash before the shuttle stopped its change of direction. The thrusters engaged and sent him hurtling away from Earth, away from The Family’s station. And worse: his communications were down.
The shuttles controls wouldn’t respond. Even his desire to scream had been covered in an all-encompassing blanket of darkness as the great entity wrapped its digital will around Gerry’s mind.
The station and Earth shrunk behind him as he continued to hurtle into deep space. He let out a silent scream and battled to free his mind. A new enemy had found him.
Reborn, but under threat, Gerry once more faced a fight for survival.
 
The End.
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THE TUBE RIDERS by Chris Ward

Foreword
 
Set in a chaotic and dangerous near-future Britain that bears a partial resemblance to certain "real world" dystopias active in the world today, The Tube Riders is part action-adventure, and part warning. Dystopian novels examine how things can go wrong, and The Tube Riders shows what can happen when one person has too much power, too much control.
The world of The Tube Riders, for all its energy, action and excitement, is one I sincerely hope never comes to pass. The world of Marta Banks and her friends is a tragic, desolate one, but the greatest joy of dystopian literature is that while we can explore dark places in our minds, unlike our brave, battling characters, we are free to leave.



Chapter One: Breakfall
 
The roar in the tunnel grew louder.
The noise came from far back in the dark, building from a low, distant rumble into a rolling, thundering crescendo like a thousand hurricanes colliding, tearing each other apart. Marta Banks, squatting in a sprinter’s crouch, closed her eyes as she always did, concentrating, seeing in her mind something monstrous, untamed. She let out a slow breath, looped her wrists through the leather safety straps and closed her fingers over the cold metal handles of the wooden clawboard.
Bring it on.
She smelt engine oil, heard the hum of the vibrating rails on the track below. She grimaced and shifted her wrists as the straps rubbed against the old marks on her skin.
Seconds, just seconds…
Come on. I’m waiting.
The roar was almost deafening now. Marta’s eyes flicked open, her concentration sharp. Muscles tensed in her legs and arms. Her fingers clenched so tight she thought they might break. She glanced up at Paul standing further down the platform, one arm raised into the air.
Marta waited. Three … two … one–
‘Go!’ Paul screamed, as the wind rose to wrap itself around her. His arm dropped, and the fear, the exhilaration, the sheer adrenalin rush struck her like a hammer.
She dashed for the platform edge, while behind her, she heard Simon, Switch and Dan – the new boy – fanning out as they followed. She hoped Dan made it, of course, but in the moment of the ride it was only herself that mattered.
Racing across the cracked, dusty tiles, Marta pressed her wrists against the leather straps and squeezed the metal handles until her fingers ached. The wood creaked, and she prayed today wasn’t the day the clawboard failed her.
She held the board up, the metal hooks on the outward surface angled down.
The train exploded out of the tunnel, its glaring headlights blasting through the dust curtain that hung over the station’s pallid emergency lighting. The engine roar filled the air. Marta looked up as it came level with her and then rushed ahead, one, two, three carriages clattering past. She saw the thin metal drainage rail that ran along the top edge of the nearest carriage, and she steeled herself for the mount.
‘Now!’ she screamed, a war cry partly for herself, partly for the others behind her. Then she was leaping at the train, the clawboard arcing in towards the rail. Her heart slammed against the back of her ribs, until she thought it might burst out of her chest. Eyes narrowed, teeth gritted, she stared into the blurred, rushing wall of metal and glass, what in these moments was the Reaper, was Death. Don’t fuck up, her mind reminded her. You fuck up, you die.
The metal hooks, two of them, four centimeters wide, dropped towards the outer lip of the drainage rail. Marta’s feet brushed the side of the carriage, and for a second she was flying. Then the hooks caught, a massive jolt shuddered through her shoulders and upper arms, and Marta had won. This time.
Her scream rose over the rushing wind: ‘Yeeeeeeesssss!’
With her feet apart, she braced herself against the side of the carriage. Her battered, often-repaired trainers left tread smears in the oily dirt coating the metal. In front of her, from the carriage window, a reflection of her own face stared back, thick dreads of hair fanning out around her like columns of smoke.
Behind her Marta heard two metallic crunches as first Simon and then Switch caught. In a group ride you rode in order of seniority. That was the rule. I’ve survived the longest so that makes me the leader. She listened for Dan, but there was only the roaring of the train, and the rapid clattering of the wheels over the rails.
Something had gone wrong.
She glanced back, terrified of what she might see. Dan should have been exactly one second behind Switch, but he was still running towards the train like a commuter who had overslept, his movement jerky, out of time. He hesitated! Shit, he lost his nerve and now his timing’s all screwed up.
‘Pull out!’ she tried to scream, but her lungs, still empty, failed her, and the words trickled out like the last rains of a flood. She stared helplessly as Dan lifted the clawboard, jaw set, eyes hard. His pride was driving him on. When pride was all you had it was difficult to give it up, but down here where the trains roared it could get you killed.
Dan tried to leap. Going far too slow, he was way out of position. His clawboard fell short of the drainage rail, and his body slammed against the side of the train. The motion of the carriage spun him around in the air like a demented ballerina, eyes wide in terror, arms and legs flailing. He ricocheted off, a staccato, barked scream escaping his throat a moment before he landed hard on the platform. Momentum rolled him; the gap between the platform’s edge and the rushing train loomed close. Don’t end up like Clive. Please don’t. I can’t handle that again.
Dan got lucky. The straps of the blocky clawboard still circled one wrist, and the board arrested his roll, inches away from the edge. He rolled back as the train thundered past, and the clawboard finally spun loose.
‘He’s hurt!’ Simon shouted as the train sped on, carrying the others away.
‘Wait!’ Marta shouted back as the braided dreads of her hair buffeted her face. ‘Wait for the mats! Okay … three, two, one–’
She kicked off from the side of the train, pushing forward and up as she’d done a thousand times before. The clawboard released its hold on the rail – reluctantly, as always. Marta leaned backwards as she fell, pulling her arms in and ducking her head forward. She grimaced as the pile of old mattresses and blankets at the end of the platform came up to meet her.
The fall knocked the wind out of her. Coughing, she glanced up to see Simon dismount after her, followed by Switch. They landed on the breakfall mats beside her and came to an untidy stop.
As the train roared away into the tunnel and the noise receded, all three climbed to their feet and dusted themselves down. Marta rubbed at her hip where she’d landed on a mattress seam.
‘Fuck yeah,’ Switch muttered. He shook the straps off his wrists and turned the board over, checking for abrasions. ‘Paul, you fat chump, what’s my score? Paul?’
‘Forget your score!’ Marta shouted at him. ‘Dan failed the mount. He could have died, you idiot. Didn’t you see it?’
‘Ah, whatever. Live and die by the trains, ain’t it just?’
Marta gave him a scowl that said just sod off, then looked back up the platform to where Paul was crouching next to Dan. Dan was curled up on the ground, hugging his chest. He tried to stretch his legs out, then grimaced, sweat glistening on his brow. His voice floated back down the platform towards them, echoing off the high rafters. ‘Ah fuck, I think I busted my hip. Shit, that hurts.’
Switch cocked his head and gave Marta the kind of smirk a cheeky kid would give a scolding teacher to say he didn’t really give a shit. ‘Fuck that clown,’ he said. Looking back towards the platform edge where chalk lines marked the distance in feet back from the end of the platform, he grinned. His bad eye flickered. ‘That must have been sub-twenty feet for sure. Eighteen? What do you reckon, Si?’
‘Don’t be a cock, Switch,’ Simon answered. ‘Let’s go check he’s okay.’
‘You pussy. Just because you can’t get no distance now you’re getting ass, but whatever.’ Switch rolled his good eye at Simon and went over to the platform edge.
Simon glanced back at Marta and gave her his best don’t worry smile. She felt instantly relaxed. Simon was tall and thin with an androgynous face, all angular and smooth. He didn’t even seem to shave, his face clear of any stubble shadow. He was beautiful rather than handsome, a pretty boy that seemed more out of place than any of them, but he had a way about him that was calming, peaceful. He was a polar opposite of Switch, who was a ratty little man who’d never win any prizes for charm. Switch was a shameless asshole. He prided himself on it, wore it like a badge around his scrawny neck. But he was loyal. Switch would take your back in a street fight without hesitation, whether you were up against some stumbling drunk with a broken bottle or an armed unit of the DCA.
Marta broke into a jog along the platform. She reached Paul’s side as he was helping Dan to his feet. Paul was huffing like an old man trying to start a car, his cheeks red with exertion. For a moment she recalled just how little she knew about any of them. They congregated here whenever they could, but they all had separate lives they rarely talked about. No one knew what Switch did. Simon said he worked in a market, and Paul claimed to be a pickpocket. Overweight since he’d stopped riding, balding and with no obvious muscle, she found it difficult to imagine he had much sleight of hand. She knew what people did around Piccadilly at night, but here you were as anonymous as the trains that roared past every eight minutes, if you chose to be.
Dan had been introduced to them as Paul’s friend. He had greasy black hair, and thick brows which pushed his eyes into a permanent frown to make him look nervous, suspicious. He had a deep authoritative voice that suggested he preferred to give orders rather than take them. He’d only hung out with them a few times, and Marta had harboured doubts from the start.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked him.
Dan looked up and shrugged. He rubbed his hip and winced. ‘I don’t think anything’s broken … the fall just winded me. Shit, I can’t believe I missed the hook. I thought I had it.’ He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut, one hand rubbing his forehead. ‘I almost died there, didn’t I?’
Marta looked away and said nothing. You didn’t tell someone new that if you messed up you could end up unidentifiable, a mangled, bloody chunk of meat which the next twenty trains would wipe away. She closed her eyes, and the image that appeared was of Clive, as always, his eyes desperate, his hands scrabbling uselessly against the broken tiles of the platform as he was dragged down into the gap between the platform edge and the train. There had been others, but that one … that one was the worst. That they’d been dating at the time too … it was the closest she’d ever come to turning her back on the trains for good. The nightmares still haunted her.
He’s done, she thought. That’s it. No one who cares much about life lasts long.
Paul patted him on the shoulder, trying to be reassuring. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t ride the commuters for a while,’ he said. ‘Get some practice on the late night freights. They’re a lot slower.’
Dan shoved his arm away. ‘Don’t touch me. I’m all right.’ He squared up to Paul, who stumbled back out of his range. Dan glowered at them, his eyes flicking back and forth from one to the other. ‘I’m no chicken. I just missed it, that’s all. I was unlucky.’
‘Dan, it’s all right,’ Marta said, putting herself between them. ‘Are you sure you’re not hurt?’
He turned away. ‘Leave me alone. I’ll be fine.’
Switch and Simon reached them. Marta glanced at Switch, the little man swaggering like a gunslinger after a kill. She gave him a little shake of her head, trying to steady his mouth.
He didn’t notice, or if he did, he ignored her. ‘Unlucky, man,’ he said to Dan, flashing a wild grin. ‘What did you score? Two hundred and twenty feet?’
Dan’s eyes blazed, fists coming up. He had wide shoulders and thick arms, and was at least double Switch’s weight. He probably thought he had a chance.
‘You want some, you crippled prick–’
‘Guys!’ Paul shouted, but too late.
Dan threw a sharp punch at Switch, who backed into Simon as he tried to get out of the way. Dan would have missed, but Simon created a human barrier trapping Switch in front of him, and Dan’s blow slammed into Switch’s cheek, knocking him sideways. As Switch stumbled and tried to recover his balance, Dan nailed him again in the stomach. Switch doubled over, coughing, and Dan closed in to finish him off.
‘Help me stop them!’ Marta shouted.
Paul was no fighter, and even Marta outweighed Simon. Knowing there was little chance of any help, she tried to push herself between them, but Dan shoved her aside. He threw another punch, but Switch, having recovered his balance, ducked away this time. His thin lips curled back, anger and excitement in his face. His bad eye flickered like an old movie reel.
‘So you wanna dance, is it?’
There was a flash of metal in the air.
‘Uh … uh … no–’
Dan staggered back, a hairline of red cutting a trail down the side of his face from temple to jaw. Blood pooled and bulged, and the knife came to rest against Dan’s throat. The blade, barely longer than Switch’s index finger, reflected the emergency lighting above them, glimmering like a hospital light.
‘You never fuck with me,’ Switch said, good eye narrowed, face tight. ‘You fuck with me, you die. You got that?’
‘Easy, Switch,’ said Simon, trying almost comically to muscle his thin frame between them.
The knife vanished and Switch stepped back. For a moment his good eye fixed Dan with a dark stare, then he turned and stalked back down the platform towards the breakfall mattresses.
‘Don’t worry about him, he’s just–’
‘Fuck off,’ Dan said, turning away from Marta. He wiped a hand down his face, smearing away the blood from the shallow cut. He shook his hand and drops fell onto the platform, mingling with the dust.
‘Dan!’ Paul shouted.
‘And you. You come near me again and I’ll fuck you up.’
They watched him walk up the platform towards the far stairs. He glanced back just once as he reached the foot of the stairs, and then was gone.
‘And then there were four,’ Marta muttered under her breath. ‘Good work, Switch.’ She turned around, but Switch was at the far end of the platform near the breakfall mats, bent down near the platform edge. For Switch, the dismount length – the distance from the end of the platform to where a rider landed – was everything. Now that Dan had gone, the others couldn’t care less.
‘Do you think he’ll come back?’ Simon asked.
Marta gave a frustrated laugh. For a moment she felt like crying, but she shrugged it off. ‘What do you think? No chance now.’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘He never really got into it, did he? He just didn’t fit.’
Paul looked away. It was hurting him the most. Another friendship ruined. They were hard to come by these days, and like cracked glass, so easily shattered.
‘Worth a try,’ Simon said, and patted Paul on the shoulder. ‘But there’s still us, right? There are still Tube Riders while there’s the four of us.’
‘That idiot. If it wasn’t for him … honestly, sometimes I think we’d be better off–’ Paul’s voice trailed off. He ran a hand through the scant remains of his hair and pushed his glasses further up his nose. His face was flushed. ‘Dan wanted to be part of a gang. I didn’t want to tell him about us at first, but he seemed … seemed willing. Now he’s pissed off, angry with us, and feels cast out. Where’s the first place he’s going to go?’
It wasn’t a question because they all knew the answer. Simon cocked his head. ‘We have to hope he doesn’t tell them about this station.’
‘I’m sorry, guys. I just wanted him to be one of us.’
‘Don’t worry,’ Marta said. ‘St. Cannerwells is off their turf. The Cross Jumpers rarely leave Charing Cross East.’
‘What about the rumours?’
Paul and Marta were quiet for a moment. The Cross Jumpers didn’t ply their trade in secret like the Tube Riders did. Word got around quickly, and that word was that the Cross Jumpers had a new leader.
‘Why would he want to start a turf war?’ Paul said. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’
‘They don’t like us. They want us finished.’
‘What for? There are only five – shit, four – of us left. We’re hardly worth the effort.’
Marta gave them a grim smile. ‘It’s not about how many of us there are. It’s about our legend.’ She put her hands on her hips and gave them her best rock star pose, the thick dreads of her hair hanging against the sides of her face. ‘We’re the mighty Tube Riders, baby.’
They’d often talked about it, grinning with amusement. In squats, underground clubs and illegal bars all across London GUA, there were hushed mutterings about the ghosts that appeared at the windows of the Underground trains. There were a thousand rumours about what the newspapers had dubbed “Tube Riders”, a name the original gang had gladly adopted. They were only half-jokingly considered wraiths or demons disturbed by all the noise, or the ghosts of generations of kids who had committed suicide down in the dark tunnels by throwing themselves under the trains. Only a month ago, Marta had found an article in an illegal magazine that claimed the entire London Underground network was haunted, and that it should be shut down.
Simon grinned. ‘It is kind of cool.’
‘The Cross Jumpers don’t like it because no one gives a shit about them,’ Marta said. ‘They’re scared to ride like we do and everyone knows it. That’s why they want a turf war.’
Simon glanced back down the platform. ‘You know Switch will want to fight,’ he said. ‘Pitched battle and all that? Tally ho, charge of the bloody Light Brigade.’
Marta watched a trickle of sweat meander its way down Paul’s face. ‘Well, he’s on his own,’ Paul said. ‘How many knives can he hold at once?’
‘Come on, let’s get out of here,’ Simon said. ‘I don’t feel like riding anymore today.’
Marta looked down the platform. ‘Switch! We’re going!’
The other man looked up and then jogged over.
‘I reckon that was seventeen feet,’ he said as he reached them, grinning inanely. His bad eye twitched at them as though he was trying to suggest something. ‘I hit that third mat out, near the front edge. That’s about the seventeen feet mark, isn’t it?’
‘Not bad,’ Marta said, feigning interest. ‘That beats my best.’
‘And mine,’ Simon said.
‘Ah, we all know you’re a pussy.’ Switch tried to wink with his other eye, but it just made him look epileptic. He patted Paul on the shoulder. ‘Only Paul has better, eh. And that’s why you don’t ride anymore, isn’t it? Don’t need to now you’ve proved your point, eh?’
‘Okay, leave it out,’ Paul said, looking down at the platform.
‘Come on man, don’t cry! That ride was awesome! A Tube Rider legend!’
‘Switch, can it,’ Simon said, and although Switch gave Paul a lopsided grin he shut up and began picking grime off the hooks of his clawboard instead.
Marta remembered the day Paul had made twelve feet. His clawboard had got jammed in the rail, maybe by a small piece of gravel caught in the railing or an accumulation of packed dirt. He’d managed to free his hands just in time, but he’d landed bad and been left with three broken ribs and a fractured collarbone. That wasn’t the worst, though. Marta could still remember his screams when he realised the board was stuck. If there were ghosts down here, that had been the sound of one of them possessing his body. That spine-splitting shriek had been no sound a man should make. It made her shiver even now, two years later.
They headed back towards the stairs, their clawboards slung over their shoulders. The escalator had stopped working years ago, and now its metal teeth were rusted and gummed up with litter and dirt. They climbed up into darkness, emerging on to the old ticket corridor. A couple more emergency lights helped them past the old turnstiles, some boarded-up newsstands and an old donut store. Another staircase at the end led them up to the surface. Their feet rustled through piles of leaves blown in by the wind, while all around them the smell of unwashed bodies and the decomposing remains of takeout food hung in the air. They weren’t the only people to use the station; at night it was common for tramps to bunk down behind the metal barrier of the entranceway. They rarely went far inside, though. Mega Britain’s illegal magazines had seen to it that only the desperate or the very brave went into abandoned London Underground stations.
Marta went out first and waited for the others. It was a cold October day, the sky a leaking grey bucket that spat rain on her leather tunic and ripped jeans. St. Cannerwells backed on to a bleak park, a rusty iron fence separating them from a slope of untended grass, a cracked, root-rippled concrete path and a small pond filled with litter. Supermarket trolleys protruded from the brown water like half-submerged wrecks; paper-cup boats floated amongst the icebergs of old cardboard boxes while around them trees clacked their bare branches together in mocking applause.
‘See you tomorrow?’ Marta asked.
‘I’m working but I’ll come over when I’m done,’ Simon said.
‘I have some stuff to do but yeah, I’ll try,’ Paul said.
‘Switch?’
The little man was tapping the palm of his left hand with the index finger of his right, muttering under his breath.
‘I’ll take that as a yes.’
As the others said their goodbyes and left, Marta stood for a moment, looking out across the park towards the huge elevated highway overpass that rose above the city to the south. Half finished, it arched up out of the terraces and housing blocks to the east, rising steadily to a height of five hundred feet. There, at the point where it should have begun its gradual decent to the west, it just ended, sawn off, amputated.
Years ago, she remembered her father standing here with her, telling her about the future. Things had been better then. She’d still been going to school, still believed the world was good, still had dreams about getting a good job like a lawyer or an architect, and hadn’t started to do the deplorable things that made her wake up shivering, just to get food or the items she needed to survive.
He had taken her hand and given it a little squeeze. She still remembered the warmth of his skin, the strength and assurance in those fingers. He had pointed up at the overpass, in those days busy with scaffolding, cranes and ant-like construction workers, and told her how one day they would take their car and drive right up over it and out of the city. The government was going to open up London Greater Urban Area again, he said. Let the city people out, and the people from the Greater Forest Areas back in. The smoggy, grey skies of London GUA would clear, the sirens would stop wailing all night, and people would be able to take the chains and the deadlocks off their doors. She remembered how happy she’d felt with her father’s arms around her, holding her close, protecting her.
But something had happened. She didn’t know everything – no one did – but things had changed. The government hadn’t done any of those things. The construction stopped, the skies remained grey, and life got even worse. Riots waited around every street corner. People disappeared without warning amid tearful rumours that the Huntsmen were set to return.
Marta sighed, biting her lip. Her parents and her brother were gone. Marta was just twenty-one, but St. Cannerwells Park was the closest she would ever get to seeing the countryside, and the euphoria of tube riding was the closest she would ever get to happiness.
She gripped the fence with both hands and gritted her teeth, trying not to cry. She was tough. She had seen and done things that no one her age should have to experience. She had adjusted to Mega Britain’s harshness, was accustomed to looking after herself, but, just sometimes, life became too much to bear.
As the rain began to get heavier, tears pressed from her eyes and rolled lethargically down her cheeks.



Chapter Two: Jessica
 
‘Get out of my fucking seat!’
Simon lifted his head from the window, but the shout wasn’t aimed at him. Further up the bus, a burly man with a tattoo across his face was picking a fight with a man wearing a baseball cap. Simon watched with only a passing interest as Baseball Cap nodded cordially and stood up, moving back into the aisle. Tattoo Face growled something as he went to sit down, but as soon as he looked away Baseball Cap put two big hands on his back and shoved him hard against the window.
Tattoo Face’s head slammed against the thick glass with a resounding crack. Baseball Cap shoved him again and this time the window shattered, showering the street below with little diamonds of safety glass. The bus swerved in towards the curb, and Tattoo Face lost his balance and fell out into the street, landing on the bonnet of a car trying to cut up on the bus’s inside.
Gripped by a rage drawn from the cloud of misery that seemed to hang over Mega Britain, Baseball Cap jumped out of the window after him, screaming obscenities. The two men grabbled on the car bonnet with Tattoo Face taking some heavy blows until he pulled a long knife from inside his coat and rammed it into Baseball Cap’s side. Baseball Cap cried out in pain and fell backwards, blood clouding out around the wound, turning his blue shirt a dirty brown. Tattoo Face saw his chance and shoved Baseball Cap off the car just as the bus began to move again. The driver, hollering something incomprehensible over the top of the screaming people, tried to steer the bus back into traffic, only for it to roll over Baseball Cap’s body, the wheels crushing his chest with the sickening crunch of bones.
The bus ground to another stop. The driver jumped up and climbed out, shouting at someone out on the street, arms gesturing frantically. Tattoo Face had fled, no one in the growing crowd making an effort to stop him. Sirens were already wailing in the distance, but what disturbed Simon most was how little people cared. There were a few gapers on the pavement, but there was as much laughter as there were looks of horror. A couple of people further up the bus had got up to watch, but behind him two middle-aged women were continuing a conversation as though nothing had happened.
This country’s screwed up, he thought. No wonder some of us like to hide underground. It’s safer and you don’t have to deal with the people.
He stood up, crossed the aisle, and jumped out of the open back door. With the growing number of abandoned cars left along the streets it only took a little trouble to cause a jam, and now the bus was boxed in. Simon had hoped to make it a couple more stops into central Fulham, but he was close enough to walk from here. He headed across the street, away from the commotion, and slipped down an alley. He emerged on to a residential street running parallel to the main road which was so quiet in comparison that it spooked him. He looked around for people, but saw none. It was as though he’d stepped through a portal into a ghost town.
Then a muffled explosion sounded, pulling him back to reality. The bus had gone up. He increased his pace, aware that within minutes there would be a full riot happening. It was always the same. Then, in twenty minutes or so, the police or the Department of Civil Affairs would show up and start killing people.
Hate, anger, and resentment fueled people now. Food was in short supply, and the last oil was almost gone. The streets were becoming clogged by abandoned petrol-powered cars and the few who owned electric vehicles could barely afford the spiraling costs of the recharging stations. At night there were often electrical blackouts; those times were the most dangerous of all as looters took to the streets in large gangs.
Simon’s father had set up an illegal internet connection, so Simon knew what other countries were saying about Mega Britain. None of it was good. His father, a wannabe revolutionary who in reality did little more than sit around their flat bitching about the state of society, had fallen victim to his own attempts at understanding.
Simon had been riding when the DCA came a month ago. Treason was the usual charge, punishable by life imprisonment or death. And, like so many people taken away by the government’s thugs, there had been no word of his father since. For all Simon knew, his father had been blasted into space aboard one of the government’s doomed hulks. Whatever, it seemed unlikely Simon would ever see him again.
The DCA had seized his father’s apartment and possessions. To go back there was to walk into a bugged, wired hornet’s nest. He had lost what little stuff he had, some of which could be used to trace him. Now, he feared that the DCA would come for him too, but there was nothing he could do except keep his head down.
And there were other things to live for.
He was almost there now. He turned down another residential street and headed uphill, past terraced houses which defied the failing world with their tidiness. Some areas weren’t so bad. Groups of heavily-armed residents kept order in a feudal way, working in shifts to protect the streets from the kind of riffraff that looted shops during the blackouts. You couldn’t see them, of course; they waited in alleys, behind curtains, inside the dirty windows of abandoned cars. But they were there.
At the top of the hill he turned right on to a road called Denton Avenue. At number fourteen he stopped outside the little red gate and looked up at the windows.
He looked at his watch, an old Lorus that he’d been wearing the day the DCA showed up to take his father. Three fifteen. He’d said three, but she knew what the traffic – or lack of it – was like.
He looked up at the house again, the top window on the left, wondering whether he should shout. Then the curtain flickered, jerked back. Simon felt his heart jump in his chest. A face appeared. It was difficult to make out the features at this distance, but Simon knew them well: the thin, delicate cheekbones, the tight bob of hair curling in around the jaw line, the small lips and the bright blue, defiant eyes.
‘Jessica,’ he murmured, as always relieved to see she was safe.
The curtain dropped back.
He waited. Thirty seconds later the door opened and the same face peered out. ‘Okay, I’ve deactivated it,’ the girl called. ‘You can come through now.’
Simon reached out for the gate, still tentative after the first time he’d visited. The red should have been a warning, but he had been thinking about other things. He remembered the paralysis and the intense pain as the electricity had surged through his body, leaving him a writhing, frothy-mouthed wreck on the ground. Jess’s father worked for the government and had access to security technology most people didn’t. Everyone their family considered a friend knew to call ahead or use the buzzer beside the gate. All other people were regarded as potential enemies, and as such the electrified gate was a suitable deterrent. As he reached the door she pulled it wide and stepped out, almost falling forward into his arms.
‘I missed you,’ she said. ‘More each day.’
‘I’ve missed you too.’ Simon pulled her close and breathed in the sweet smell of her hair. He closed his eyes, feeling her heart beat against his chest. There were few reasons to live in London GUA but he had found one.
Jess was eighteen and worked in a used bookstore near the market where Simon sold pirated movies and antiquated music CDs on a stall owned by an old friend of his father. Simon felt a hundred years older than his twenty. The weight of his fear for her safety kept him awake at night. If he could, he would keep her by his side, but neither her parents nor Jess herself would allow it. As she constantly reminded him, having grown up in the same city, she was streetwise too. And with a father who worked for the government, she had to be even more careful.
‘Did you ride today?’ she asked.
He hesitated. He knew Jess didn’t like him to ride the trains, but she understood.
‘Just once,’ he said. ‘The others had stuff to do.’ He didn’t mention Dan’s close call.
She drew away, and looked up at him. For a moment he thought she was going to scold him again. It’s the trains or me, Simon. You can’t have both. It’s your choice. When she did speak, her request surprised him. ‘I want to come,’ she said. ‘I want to try it too.’
‘I’ve told you I don’t want that. It’s too dangerous.’
‘So why do you do it then?’
‘I – I–’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. It’s … my thing, I guess. My identity. It’s all I have left.’
She put her hands on his cheeks and pulled his face towards her. ‘Not anymore,’ she said, and kissed him. ‘Not anymore.’
She was right. He should quit tube riding and look after her. He’d met her just six months ago, but in these fractured times that could be half a lifetime. He couldn’t imagine giving her up, and he hated every moment they were apart, but the Tube Riders – Marta, Paul, even crazy Switch – they were his family. He couldn’t give them up either. Until he had met Jess, riding the trains was the only thing in his life that had mattered. He had found companions there, people like himself.
‘Let’s go inside,’ she said. ‘Off the street.’
Her family was out – as always – when he visited. Jess’s father was a government official – a position he neither talked about nor entertained questions about – and her mother worked for the MBBC, the Mega Britain Banking Corporation, the country’s only bank.
‘Did you find out anything about my father?’
Jess closed the door before she answered. ‘No, I’m sorry. I tried to ask Dad, but it’s difficult to do it without him becoming suspicious. He asks so many questions, without answering any. I tried to make it look like I was interested in the newspaper story about it, but he just spouted some propaganda about heretics earning their rewards.’ She shrugged. ‘To be honest, he probably doesn’t know.’
‘You know I had nothing to do with it, don’t you?’ Simon said, taking off his shoes. ‘I wasn’t involved with anything my father did, any of those leaflets he used to print out. I just looked at his internet a couple of times. That’s all.’
She cupped his face with her hands again. ‘I know, Simon. But I wouldn’t care anyway. Sometimes I think these so-called heretics…’
‘I want to take you away, Jess,’ Simon said, kissing her. ‘If we could only get out of Mega Britain, get over to France … it’s different there, you know. They have a government who gives a shit, there aren’t any of those fucking perimeter walls … God damn this place.’
They climbed the stairs up to her bedroom. ‘There’s hope,’ she said. ‘There’s an ambassador over from Europe, Dad told me. He came today for talks between the European Confederation and Mega Britain. Dad said the Confederation wants to open up trade again. End the blockade.’
‘Do you think they will?’
Jess sat down on her bed. ‘I don’t know. They might have to. The country is bankrupt, Dad says, but the government doesn’t listen. People are starving, there’s hardly any oil, there are riots everywhere…’
Simon put a finger on her lips. ‘Okay, stop now.’ He leaned forward and kissed her again.
Jess sighed and pulled him backwards onto the bed. Simon closed his eyes and let her take the troubles of the world away.
#
Later, dressed again and lying next to her on the bed, Simon said, ‘I’m going down again on Sunday. Around lunchtime, after I finish my morning shift.’ He stroked her face. ‘You can come if you like. I mean, if you haven’t got work and you’re not busy.’
‘Really? You want me to ride?’
Simon shrugged and gave her a non-committal smile. ‘I don’t know about that. Maybe just watch at first? New people have to practice on the freight trains, because they’re much slower. You can almost walk alongside. The commuter trains slow down when they go through each station, but they’re still pretty fast.’
Simon had talked about tube riding before, but Jess seemed endlessly fascinated. Until Simon had revealed his secret to her a couple of months after they had met she had believed the ghost stories too.
‘Sounds difficult,’ she said, eyes lit up with interest.
‘Not so much.’ He grinned. ‘Not when you know what you’re doing.’
‘And you use this?’ She lifted his clawboard up off the floor and turned it over in her hands. It was a piece of sanded hardwood about two feet long. On one side, bolted to the wood with a series of little screws, was a long piece of curved metal, scratched and dented from use. On the other side were two thick leather straps, again fixed to the wood. The board itself was sprayed black. It looked like there had once been a design on it, but time had worn it away.
‘What the hell is this thing?’ she said wistfully, only half to him.
‘It’s called a clawboard,’ he said. ‘We made them ourselves, although some of them get handed on by people who … quit.’
‘Quit?’
‘Um, yeah. Some people get scared, you know? Other people just don’t want to do it anymore.’ He didn’t mention the deaths. There was no need to scare her.
‘And you made it?’
‘Yeah, this one, I did. The metal hook thing used to be part of the fender of a car. Some of the other guys have two or three smaller ones instead. The leather is horse leather, which is stronger.’
‘Where did you get it?’ I haven’t seen a horse since I was a kid.’
‘Junkyard. Told you it was strong. I think it used to be part of a guitar strap, something like that.’
‘And you painted it black?’
‘Yeah, you know.’ He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at her. ‘To personalize it. Switch – that’s one of the other guys – got some friend of his to paint a dragon on his board. Kind of suits his personality.’
‘But, black?’ She touched his arm and smiled. ‘That’s like the opposite of your personality, Simon.’
‘Yeah, well,’ he grinned. ‘I guess I was in a mood or something at the time.’
She wrapped one of the leather straps around her wrist and tugged. ‘I bet this hurts.’
Simon pulled something out of his pocket and held it up. ‘Sometimes we wear these,’ he said. ‘It’s like a wrist guard.’ It looked like a tube of rubber, a thick bracelet. ‘It’s an insulator for a water pipe. It was Paul’s idea, before he stopped riding. You don’t need them, but if you ride regularly you get burns on your wrists from the straps, particularly if your timing isn’t all that great.’
‘And you just hang from the train?’
‘On most trains there is a rail that runs along the top of the carriage, just above the level of the door. It’s for water runoff, I think, so that the windows don’t get stained by dirty water.’
‘What if there’s no rail?’
He smiled. ‘We pull out. Otherwise we’d just slide off.’
‘Where does the water come from? There’s no rain in the Underground.’
‘Most of the trains run above and below ground. The network goes right out into the suburbs, and some of those trains run in the open air.’
Jess nodded, grinning. ‘Of course it does. I’m such a moron.’
Simon smiled back. ‘Anyway, as the train arrives, we start to run. It slows down as it comes into the station, but it’s still traveling about fifty miles an hour.’
‘Doesn’t it pull your arms off?’
‘Ah, you see, when the board catches the rail you slide a bit. It jerks, of course, but not as much as if you caught on a solid fixing. Sometimes the rails get rocks or dirt jammed in them, though. That can hurt.’ He grinned.
‘What happens if you miss?’
‘We don’t.’
‘Never?’
‘Not if you know what you’re doing.’ He hated lying to her. He’d missed once, early on. Like Dan this morning, he’d been lucky. He had suffered some bad bruising, but nothing serious. He remembered Clive, though, caught in the gap between the platform edge and the train. He’d been mangled, mashed up. They had tried to revive him, but just ended up with got blood all over themselves. Marta and Clive had been a couple at the time and Simon couldn’t believe she still came back after seeing that. There had been a definite darker look in her eyes after Clive’s death, as if whatever innocence she’d had left had been blown out of her. He had stayed away almost two weeks himself, but when he’d finally given in to the urge, he’d found them – Marta, Paul and Switch – down there as if nothing had happened.
Clive had been given a traditional Tube Rider burial, laid across the tracks for the trains to claim. It was pretty gruesome, but that was the Tube Rider code. Clive had been a homeless runaway, he’d had no family, and taking his body to the police would have only created more questions.
‘And at the end of the platform you just jump off?’
‘Kind of. You brace your feet on the side of the train, push the board in and up, and kick back. We use old mattresses to land on, but if you know how, it’s possible to land on the platform and roll without hurting yourself.’ Much, he didn’t add. It hurt like hell, you just didn’t break anything if you did it right.
‘I’m looking forward to it,’ she said.
‘If you’re careful you’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after you.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I have to go,’ he said. ‘It’s almost five. Your parents will be home soon.’
‘Okay,’ she said, standing up and smoothing out her clothes. As she led him out on to the landing and down the stairs, she said, ‘I’ll meet you in the market after your shift. You can take me then.’
He smiled. ‘I don’t want to go,’ he said. ‘I want to stay here with you.’
‘Yeah, whatever. Stop being such a sap.’ She punched his arm, but he saw a dewy look in her eyes. He swallowed, desperate not to get tearful in front of her. Every time he left her he felt like he would never see her again.
‘You know,’ she said, pointing at the clawboard, tucked under his arm. ‘It’s a wonder no one ever gets suspicious of that thing. You carry it around everywhere like an advertisement above your head. “Look at me, I’m a Tube Rider”.’
He shrugged. ‘People just think it’s a kind of skateboard,’ he said. Or a weapon, he didn’t add. Enough people carried those. ‘No one really takes any notice of me, because I just look like a girly skater kid.’
She touched his arm. ‘Well, you just carry on not being noticed, and keep yourself safe for me.’
‘I’ll try.’
He kissed her and said goodbye. Jess tapped in a code on a keypad by the door to deactivate the front gate, and Simon headed down the path, glancing back every few feet to make sure she was still there.
‘Bye,’ he said again as he stepped out on to the road. ‘Be safe.’
She stepped forward. ‘Wait a second.’
‘What?’
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small silver box. She lifted it and pointed it at him.
Simon frowned. ‘Is that a–’
‘Digital camera? Yeah. I just want a picture of you to look at while you’re not with me.’
‘Where did you get it?’ He hadn’t seen one in years. You needed a license for any electronic product. That included televisions, computers, and mobile phones.
‘Dad gave it to me.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s government loot. Go on, smile.’
Simon had barely opened his mouth when Jess pressed a button and a little click sounded. She peered at a small screen on the back. ‘There. I’ll make you a copy.’
‘Thanks,’ he said, not really caring either way. ‘Anyway, you’d better get inside.’
She smiled and winked at him. As the door closed, Simon felt that familiar despair welling up in his throat. He turned away and gulped it down as he headed off along the street. Light rain still hung in the air beneath the grey sky, and he zipped up his jacket to the point where the zip got stuck on a broken tooth about halfway up. It was a long way back across London to the burnt-out ruin of a bedsit some shark was renting him now.
He wondered if inviting her to meet the other Tube Riders was a good idea. The first ride would get her hooked, and that would be his fault. He felt like a drug pusher – he knew what it would do to her, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted her to share his life, but at the same time he knew it might destroy her.
The wind got up, ruffling his hair. He grimaced at the cold, pulled a beanie hat from his pocket and slipped it over his head. Then, with the clawboard tucked safely up under his arm, he headed off towards the cold little room he now called home.



Chapter Three: Huntsman
 
After leaving the others, Switch headed off across the park, cutting past the junk-filled pond and up the hill on the far side. One or two grim-faced couples eyed him warily, and he matched their glances with his own flicking stare until they turned away. Confrontation was his key to survival. Hide from people chasing you and eventually they would track you down. Face them, stand and fight, and you got them off your trail.
A couple of streets away he found a rundown fast food joint and bought a burger, which he ate back out on the street. In a bin he found an old newspaper from two days ago, but there was little of interest. Most of the news concerned crime within the city: murder, robbery, arson. The only mention of the world was from opinion columns that criticized the European Confederation’s trade blockades, and there was no mention of America at all. Switch had met a man once who’d been there, but as the man was begging for his life at the time Switch didn’t know if it was just a claim to still the knife or a true event. In any case, the promise of a ticket out of Mega Britain had not been enough to safeguard the man’s wallet. Switch had granted him his life, though; he wasn’t all bad.
He tossed the paper into the next bin he passed. He cared little for news; cared less for thoughts of revolution and rebellion. Once, as a kid, things had been different, but he’d made his peace now, found his ways to survive. Tube riding and enough money to keep him alive were all he needed.
After finishing his burger he headed back across the park, away from the shadow of the huge unfinished highway overpass. He tossed the wrapper into the pond and climbed the hill towards the old station entrance. He looked about for the others, but as he’d expected they’d all gone. Good. He smiled and went back inside.
Tube riding was all Switch cared about. He had no memory of his parents, and had lost his uncle William, the man who had brought him up, when government scumfucks had abducted Switch and dozens of other children from the streets of Bristol GUA for transportation to labour camps up north. That had been ten years ago, and his uncle was probably dead now, especially considering the line of work William had been in. Switch would never qualify for a travel permit to leave London GUA, and there was no other way out of the city.
He descended into the depths of St. Cannerwells, feeling the hum of the trains in the walls around him. He shivered and took a deep breath. Tube riding was like a drug. For the others it was identity, comradeship, union and all that other buddy-up shit, but for Switch it was all about the ride. Hanging off the side of the trains as they roared along the platform was like wanking on heroin times ten. He’d done everything, tried every real drug he could find, and nothing compared. Sex, too, was a pale comparison, but with his eye the only sluts he could get were paid for anyway, and money wasn’t something he had much of. Tube riding was free oblivion.
Down on the platform he let a couple of trains through before he made his move. There was an express train every hour at eighteen minutes past, and it was his dream to ride it. The commuter trains were fast, but the express roared. No one had ever ridden it, and Switch wanted to be the first. There was only one way to get on the express, though: practice.
He heard the building roar back in the tunnel and closed his eyes, tensing every muscle in his body. As the glow of the lights appeared, Switch’s eyes flicked open and he started into a sprint, much earlier than the others ever did. When the train shot out of the tunnel he was already in position, and he leapt for it, clawboard swinging high to catch the rail. As always, the yank on his arms as it caught made him grunt, but then he was on, feet braced on the side of the train. He had a second to glance in through the window, and saw a pair of scruffy teenagers opposite him, a boy and a girl, their heads close together.
First one, then the other looked up. Shock registered on their faces. One of them pointed and the other started to stand up, saying something Switch couldn’t hear over the roar of the wind.
He smiled, adjusted his grip just enough to give them the middle finger, and then he was off, kicking back and up, the clawboard coming free. The train moved away from him, accelerating even as he slowed, leaning back. The air wrapped around him, the mattresses coming up below him as he landed, feather-light, on his back.
He looked up from the mattresses to see them moving closer to the window, looking for him. He knew, though, that in the dark and amongst the reflections, he was already gone, a wraith vanished into the dim emergency lighting of a station no one knew existed. Later, when they told their friends, they’d struggle to recall exactly where they’d seen the ghostly figure. A few sightings were all that was needed to maintain the legend, but it was important to keep St. Cannerwells a secret, which was why they rarely rode during rush hour. There were too many people watching, too many who might remember.
Once, before those cross-jumping fuckwits had started to appear, they’d used several different stations, but most were too dangerous now. Had there been other Tube Riders, Switch would have welcomed an open turf war. But while Marta, sweet as she appeared, could be useful with pretty much any weapon she had to hand, Simon was just a pretty boy and Paul was a borderline fag. Neither would help in a fight. Switch had liked Dan’s attitude for the scrap even if he’d picked on the wrong guy, but he was a blip, over now. Back when there had been ten, fifteen of them, they could have fought, but while Switch could take one or two, there were rumours of people cross-jumping in their dozens.
Switch climbed up from the breakfall mattresses and glanced at the chalk marks on the platform edge. He’d made around twenty-eight feet, a pretty standard length. He always dismounted early the first couple of times, getting his range and timing right. He had gone up to fourteen feet safely. Twelve, still his record, had given him the twitch in his eye. Only one man – Marta’s brother, Leo – had dismounted under ten feet and lived.
He jogged back along the platform, eager for the next ride. During the day the trains ran every eight minutes so he didn’t have long to wait before he heard the roar back in the tunnel again.
This time he left his dismount length long like before, but when he kicked off, instead of tucking his arms in and falling backwards, he jerked the board around to the right, spinning his body through 180 degrees. The landing knocked a bit of the wind out of him, but he jumped up almost immediately, delighted with his success, and jogged back down the platform again, rubbing his sore stomach.
He did a couple more one-eighties to the right, then one to the left, against the flow of the train. This was more difficult, and he landed awkwardly, twisting his ankle a little.
He rubbed it for a while, watching a couple more trains pass. He didn’t care about the pain, only whether or not he could run quickly enough for the mount. The others didn’t know about the tricks he did, and one day he hoped to astound them with a stunning display of dismount moves. He wasn’t far off, but with an audience he’d have nerves to deal with too. And for his last move, he needed full concentration.
The back flip. He’d done it twice without hurting himself, but didn’t trust himself to pull it off in public. Still, it was the last thing he needed to make his repertoire complete.
He sprinted as the train roared out of the tunnel and leapt for it, clawboard stretching for the rail. He caught and braced himself against the side, peering in but without concentrating. Several people had seen him today, but he was thinking of his dismount too much to worry about cultivating their legend further.
He quickly realised this wasn’t a normal commuter train, though. A group of men in dark suits stood near the window with their backs to him, and he recognised them as the special police, the Department of Civil Affairs. They were the ones who made people disappear, who rounded up heretics and dissenters and pretty much anyone else they didn’t like. He had come across one of the bastards drunk once and had cut the guy up, carved the word “cunt” into his back and left him for dead. Whether the guy had survived or not, Switch didn’t know or care.
He was starting to think about an early dismount to avoid them seeing him, but then one moved slightly and through a gap in their bodies he saw a cloaked, hooded figure sitting down, facing him. Leather straps with metal chains threaded around them kept the figure’s arms at its sides. They were transporting a fugitive, it looked like, and he leaned closer to the window, trying to see the face under the hood, wondering wryly if he might recognise the man.
Then a roar over the top of the wind seemed to shake the window in front of his face. The cluster of DCA agents separated as though blown apart by the bound figure as it jerked into a standing position, straining against more bonds that held it down. To either side, more agents tried to restrain what was not a man but something else, something alien, something monstrous.
As the wolverine face roared at him again, its sharp teeth bared, Switch recoiled in shock and his feet lost their purchase.
‘Oh, fuck–’
For a second he hung loose from the side of the train, feet dangling just above the gaping hole between the train and the platform edge. He glanced forward and saw the end wall of the platform rushing towards him.
He looked back into the carriage and saw the thing trying to reach him, its bound hands shaking, its jaw snapping, a group of men trying to restrain it. He closed his eyes –
And his feet gripped. He kicked up blindly, falling backwards, not caring about his dismount, just wanting to be away from that snarling, menacing thing. He plummeted through the air, hearing the sound of the train cut off early, way too early, and then he landed hard, the mattresses catching him, the clawboard striking his temple as he failed to control its momentum. His forehead ached, but he was safe, he was off the train, he was away from that thing.
As the train vanished into the tunnel he rolled on to his side, dismayed to see blood dripping on to the mattresses. He untangled himself from the clawboard and wiped his face, holding a finger over the gash in his forehead to stem the bleeding. The pain barely registered as he looked up at the empty tunnel as though the beast might still come back for him. Despite the muggy heat in the station, he shivered.
So the rumours were true.
He remembered the furry, dog-like muzzle, the sharp, dripping teeth. He also remembered the metallic shine of wires protruding out of the creature’s neck, the sacking hood that covered the top of its head, its eyes. The eyes of a man, the face of a dog, the mind of a machine.
The Huntsmen were abroad.
Switch could only hope it was being transferred from one secure location to another. He knew the stories, everyone did. Into your house at night, stealing you from your bed, letting you live only if its orders said so, and even then only if it chose. Otherwise it was death: slow, fast, torturous or just plain painful, whatever its misfiring mind decided.
The Huntsmen had been gone for fifteen years, since the government last brought them into service to end a rebellion in the Manchester-Liverpool GUA. Switch had heard the horror stories of slaughters after dark, the malfunctioning Huntsmen rampaging, tearing apart whole communities irrespective of their political loyalties. The rebellion ended voluntarily to stop the killing. In return for laying down their arms, the government vowed to take the Huntsmen out of service, shut them down, and never again let them loose on the streets. The Huntsmen were a liability, the remnants of a scientific greatness and knowledge that Mega Britain had let fall into dereliction and decay. The Huntsmen were too dangerous, too unpredictable, and now almost uncontrollable.
There were rumours, of course. There were always rumours, but no confirmed sighting of a Huntsman had been made since the uprising.
Until now.
Switch picked up his clawboard and walked back up the platform. He’d planned to do a few more rides, but his enthusiasm was gone. Seeing that thing, that monster, straining at its bonds, wanting his blood, made him tremble. Switch feared no man, but there was no humanity left in the Huntsmen.
The knife appeared in his hand, and he turned it over, considering it, letting the light reflect off the sharpened blade. It was nothing if one of those things came after him. Nothing at all.
At the top of the old escalator Switch hauled up the shutter of one of the old newsstands. Behind the door, the light revealed a little den: a sleeping bag and a few blankets, a handful of torches, a small table. Switch went inside, switched on a battery lamp and pulled the shutter back down.
This was where he made his home. St. Cannerwells Underground station was the obvious choice: riding the trains was the only time he felt pleasure so it made sense to live close to what he loved. The others didn’t know, and he didn’t want them to. Part of him felt like a guard, protecting what was theirs, watching over it. Another part just felt at home underground, in the labyrinth of tunnels beneath London.
He pulled a can of cola out of a twenty-four pack he’d stolen off a delivery truck and popped it open. The carbonated water fizzed down his throat, stinging him, and he gulped most of it back before he felt any better.
In a bag on the table he found some tobacco and a small packet of pot. He rolled himself a joint and lay back on the blankets to smoke it. He’d removed one of the metal rungs near the top of the shutter to act as a chimney, and now the smoke drifted up and out into the station. As he reflected on what he’d seen, he realised his hands were shaking, and even the weed wouldn’t make them stop.



Chapter Four: Owen
 
Paul waited outside the school gate. Nearby, two burly guards armed with assault rifles watched him impassively. He had tried to start a conversation with one, but the man hadn’t seemed interested. Five days a week Paul waited here at this time, and the guards rarely changed, but even so, they shrugged off any attempt at conversation, as though speaking to him would compromise their positions. He had no particular desire to talk to them anyway; he just liked to pass the time.
In the distance he heard a huge lethargic rumble, what might have been a bomb caught in slow motion. He turned towards the sound, guessing correctly that it came from the east. A few seconds later, with the roar decreasing to a low, even growl, he saw it.
The spacecraft rose up into the air at almost a ninety degree angle. Even at this distance he could tell the craft was huge and oval-shaped, slightly thicker at the back end, certainly too large to fly well. It looked like an eraser, a piece of gum, white and featureless. Flickers of fire from a rear thruster darted out like the tongue of a snake. For a while the craft held its upwards trajectory, a perfect straight line up into the smog, until it disappeared from sight, becoming just a flickering orange glow behind the clouds.
Then came a groan from the distant engines. Paul sighed in spite of himself; he didn’t care about the government’s spaceships but there was an inevitability to the situation that pained him, as if it reflected everything that was wrong with society. Please make it, he found himself thinking.
The orange glow grew bright for a moment. The growl of the engines became a drone and then the craft appeared again through the clouds, plummeting towards earth. It flipped end over end, the boosters spraying occasional bursts of fire like a firework that had failed to properly ignite.
He couldn’t look. He turned away and saw the guards had done so too. One scratched at some non-existent stain on his shirt, a pained expression on his face, while the other peered at a fingernail as if the secrets of the world were etched there. At the last moment, though, Paul couldn’t help himself. He glanced up to see counter thrusters had been activated at the craft’s front end, trying to slow it, trying to keep it from a destructive impact. It briefly straightened, wobbled on its axis, and for a second Paul thought its bomb dive might be reversed. Then there was another explosion, the counter thrusters flickered, and the craft returned to its spiraling descent. A moment later it fell behind the line of the houses and was gone. Paul listened, but heard no indication of its fate. Still, obliterated or just damaged, he knew that somewhere across London people were dying now, in a mess of wreckage, fire and rubble.
It was always the way. The government launched their spaceships from Southend, on the east coast outside of London GUA. He had seen six others. All fell. He’d heard that the launchers aimed the craft out over the sea so that the inevitable fall resulted in less destruction, though he knew of one that had fallen in the Thames, destroying part of Tower Bridge and the Tower of London. More than a hundred civilians had died, and there were other reports of whole streets being flattened. News passed by ear often became distorted and exaggerated, but he’d seen enough with his own eyes to know that part of what he heard was truth.
A few weeks would pass while the dust settled. Then the next massive craft would be pulled out of its hanger, and the whole sorry process would begin again.
No one knew what the space program was for, nor who piloted each doomed flight. Speculation said stolen people. Marta’s brother Leo had disappeared off the street three years ago, and so the spacecraft were never discussed in her presence. But in reality, the only truth was that the truth could be anything.
Simon claimed it was bitterness, that Mega Britain once had supremacy in space and colonies on the inner planets, but the Americans had shot down all the craft and taken over the settlements. Now, a bankrupt Mega Britain was stealing money and its own people to try to revive past glories.
Behind him a bell rang. A cheer went up from inside a low building behind the gate, and a horde of children rushed out into the playground. Around Paul, parents, wards, foster-carers and one or two other brothers and sisters waited. He watched as the kids poured past the guards and then him, out on to the street like human water trickling away. He looked over the sea of heads, searching for Owen. As always he started to panic until at last he saw his brother ambling across the playground, a school bag slung across his shoulders. Owen’s head was lowered, his face sullen, and Paul recognised this as a sign of wellbeing. His twelve-year-old brother loved school. They got on well, but Paul always felt school was the only thing that truly made his brother happy. Inside those walls Owen was safe within his learning. The violence and the struggles of life in Mega Britain didn’t figure, and it was as though he was just a normal school kid, working at his studies with the future bright ahead of him.
‘Hey,’ Paul said, as his brother came up to the gate amidst the last trickle of children. ‘You okay?’
‘Hi, Paul.’ Owen handed Paul the bag. It was Paul’s job as big brother to carry the luggage. As always he was surprised how heavy it was, loaded down with the science and math textbooks that his little brother loved so much.
‘You just missed one of the spaceships,’ Paul said as they turned away from the school and headed for the nearest bus stop.
‘Did it make it?’
Paul raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you think?’
Owen smiled. ‘Don’t worry, one day I’ll show them what to do. I’ll make sure they all stay up, and we can all go and live on Mars.’
‘I hear the weather’s pretty good there,’ Paul said.
‘There’s a whole industry in dust baths,’ Owen quipped.
‘Yeah, well, water’s overrated, don’t you think?’
Owen punched his brother on the arm. ‘I want to go to the ocean, someday,’ he said. ‘I was reading today about tropical reefs and all the fish you can see–’
‘Talking of fish, how about we go get fish n’ chips for tea?’
‘Sounds good.’ Owen smiled. ‘Do you have enough money for takeaway?’
Paul patted his pocket. ‘Yeah, of course.’
It was more of an estimation than a lie. If they had no extras and he only bought a small portion, he could afford for Owen to feast. Paul, twenty-one and thirteen stone, didn’t need to grow anymore. He’d gained weight since he’d given up active tube riding, something that was difficult to do with the food shortages London often suffered from.
They headed out of the school grounds and turned up the street. Ahead of them the intersection was clogged, so Paul led them across the street and down a road heading right. Once-stately Victorian buildings loomed over them from either side. Perhaps just one in three of the buildings they passed had windows, while many had been gutted by fire. For a while they would walk on clear, tidy pavement, then a moment later they’d be negotiating their way around a heap of garbage or an abandoned car, holding their noses against the stench of something rotting, or stepping through potholes where the tarmac had been torn up.
‘I hate this shithole,’ Owen was saying. ‘There are so many nice places in the world, Paul. Why are we stuck here?’
Paul shrugged. He didn’t know whether Owen should believe what he read in books anyway. For all they knew, the rest of the world was as bad as London GUA.
‘Look, Paul! What’s going on over there?’
They had just turned a corner and a short distance ahead a group of men were approaching a small mini-mart. They swaggered rather than walked, probably the result of illegal homebrew, and the assurances of the knives and bits of wood they carried. Paul had seen their kind a thousand times before: anarchists, rioters, troublemakers. Wasting away the day in a dark, basement bar somewhere, they’d got drunk and riled each other up, wound themselves tight like a coil. They’d convinced themselves that this was right, that going on a rampage was what the city deserved, what the people needed. In truth it meant most of them would be dead before the end of the day, but probably not before taking a few innocents with them.
‘Owen, get behind me,’ Paul said, shepherding his brother away from the edge of the pavement. They had come too far out into the open; the mob only had to look up to see them. There was an alleyway across the street, but Paul knew they would have to run. ‘Be ready, Owen. When I say…’
Up ahead, he saw one man toss a glass bottle at the mini-mart window. There was a loud crash and then flames burst out through the shattered glass, spitting at the approaching men who flinched back, laughing and shouting. As the flames eased, they started forward again. Several covered their faces and rushed inside. Paul heard shouts and cries, and then some of the men reemerged, arms laden with canned food, bottled drinks, and over-the-counter medical supplies.
A gunshot sounded inside, followed by a cry, then another shot. Moments later two thugs dragged a man who could only be the shopkeeper out into the street. Another man was trying to wrestle something out of the shopkeeper’s hand when the gun went off again and the looter went down. He screamed as blood pooled around him.
Frozen to the spot, Paul said, ‘Owen, don’t look!’
‘They’re setting fire to him! We have to stop them!’
Paul watched as two looters held the struggling shopkeeper down while another splashed something out of a bottle over the man’s clothes. The same man pulled a small box from his pocket and lit a match.
‘No!’ Owen screamed as the man dropped the match and the shopkeeper’s clothes ignited, engulfing him in flames. The shopkeeper screamed. The two looters jumped out of the way as the body writhed, burned. One man laughed as he batted at a spark that had caught on his jeans.
‘Hey look!’ someone else shouted. ‘Gapers!’
The man who had shouted pointed towards them. He shouted something incomprehensible over the screams of the dying man.
‘Owen, let’s go. Quickly now.’ Paul grabbed his brother’s arm and together they dashed across the street and into the alley as several of the looters gave chase. With their pursuers drunk and laden with weapons and loot, Paul knew they had a good chance of escape, but there was no telling what they might find around the next corner, or the next.
‘Where are we going? Home is the other way!’
‘Exactly!’
Owen’s school bag was slowing them down. Paul tried to keep it over his shoulder while pulling his brother with the other hand, but it kept slipping off. He wanted to jettison it, but the cost of replacing Owen’s books was more than he could afford. If he didn’t have the money, Owen couldn’t go to school. Paul didn’t know what the future held for either of them, but he was convinced Owen had far more chance with a little education.
But he was huffing. What he did at night to keep them fed and clothed was most of the exercise he got, and mostly he just closed his eyes and tried to blank things out. ‘Owen, I can’t run anymore. We have to hide.’
‘Where?’
The alley intersected with another smaller one and Paul dragged Owen down it. ‘Down here, we can hide behind those bins.’
‘Paul, no, are you stupid?’ Owen tried to protest as Paul hauled him along, deeper into the dark concrete crevasse, past upturned dustbins and piles of old furniture.
It was too late. Paul had fallen into the old alley trap. He had hoped to be out of sight before the looters spotted them, but the junk in their way had made progress too slow. They heard a couple of men run past, but another stopped and turned to follow.
It was the one who had set the shopkeeper on fire. His age was difficult to determine, his face scarred and soiled as it was. He might have been fifty or fifteen. ‘Well, look what we have here,’ he snarled, giving them a sour grin. He swayed drunkenly, a piece of metal pipe in one hand.
‘Get behind me, Owen,’ Paul said, closing on the looter, not giving the other man time to think, to formulate a plan. He wished he had his clawboard with him to use as a weapon, because even though he didn’t ride anymore he usually took it to St. Cannerwells with him as a kind of ceremonial memento, but after riding this morning he had gone home first. The others carried theirs everywhere like a badge, but Paul found the extra weight unnecessary, especially when he met Owen after school.
He reached out for whatever he could find, and his hands closed over the bent wheel of an old bicycle. He pulled it in front of him like a shield, unsure how much use it would be against the looter’s pipe.
‘You boys got any money?’ the looter said, voice slurring a little. He smacked the pipe into his palm. ‘That looks like a school bag you’ve got there. Hand it over and I won’t fuck you up too bad.’
Paul heard the sounds of sirens in the distance. ‘Back off,’ he said. ‘The police are coming, and probably the DCA. They’ll get you.’
‘Those fucking idiots? No chance. Not before you and your gay little brother here bite it.’
Paul’s heart was thumping. The bicycle wheel shook in his hands. He wasn’t much of a fighter; he had other means he used to get out of most trouble. He had no idea what to do if the man came for him, but so long as Owen got away...
Something grey flew past his face. The triangle of concrete hit the looter’s shoulder, throwing him off balance. He grunted and swung the pipe at Paul, who managed to half block it with the bicycle wheel. He stumbled sideways against the alley wall and the bicycle wheel fell out of his hands. He started to raise his hands in a useless gesture of defense, but then Owen was beside him, something metallic in his hands. His brother screamed a war cry and jabbed his weapon at the looter’s stomach. There was a meaty squelch. The looter gasped and stumbled, then Owen was stabbing him again. Paul grabbed the man’s metal pipe and landed a weak punch on the man’s cheek. The looter went down. His hands clutched at the screwdriver handle that protruded at an odd angle from a wet hole in his t-shirt.
Owen wasn’t done. While Paul watched in horror, his brother grabbed the discarded metal pipe and slammed it down on the man’s nose. Blood sprayed across Paul’s shoes and he jerked back out of the way. ‘Jesus Christ, Owen–’
‘Come on!’ Owen shouted. ‘We’ve got to get out of here! The pigs are coming!’ He kicked the looter square in the face, and Paul was dismayed to see a couple of the man’s teeth fall loose. ‘Fuck you, man!’ Owen shouted and aimed to kick the looter again but Paul dragged him backwards.
‘Owen, what did you do…?’
‘Nothing he didn’t deserve. Now let’s get out of here.’
Owen tugged on his arm and Paul let himself be dragged away. Behind them, the looter groaned, trying to pull the screwdriver free. Paul was sure that would only cause the flow of more blood, speeding up his fate.
His brother had effectively just killed a man.
They dashed out of the alley, crossed the street and slipped through a small city park, overgrown with weeds and with pulled-up swings lying on their sides across the path. On the other side of the park they slipped down a quieter residential street, then another, and finally the sirens and the shouts of the looters were gone or too distant to fear.
Paul stopped and grabbed his brother’s arm. He swung Owen round to face him. While he knew his brother had maybe saved them both, he was angry.
‘What did you do back there, Owen? Is that what Mum or Dad would want from you?’
‘Someone had to do something,’ Owen looked at his shoes, a kid again.
‘That man might die because of what you did!’
‘No, Paul. He’ll probably die. I say fuck him. Eye for an eye, Paul,’ Owen said, looking up, his eyes defiant.
Paul flicked his ear. ‘Don’t get cocky with me! I know what he did, but that doesn’t excuse you. Look at the mess this country’s in. Perhaps if people just stopped hurting each other–’
‘The government wouldn’t have to worry. They could just continue to fuck with us as much as they want.’
‘Where did you get that screwdriver from? We don’t even have one in the house!’
‘School.’
‘You stole it?’
‘They gave it to me.’ Owen matched his brother’s stare. ‘Yeah, that’s right. The teachers at my school gave me, and everyone else, a screwdriver. Said to use them to protect ourselves if necessary. Said they were sorry they couldn’t give us anything better, but that’s all they could get.’
‘Seriously? What the hell kind of school is that?’
‘They’re teaching us to survive. They said to twist it as you shove it in because it causes more internal damage and is harder to pull out. We practice in Lifeskills class on old armchairs.’
Paul was flabbergasted. ‘Your school is allowed to teach that?’
Owen shook his head. ‘Not all of the teachers know. Only one or two. But we trust them, because they look out for us. Like you do for me. Like you try to do.’
Paul had a sudden moment of realization. Owen was right. It had been the looter or them, and they had won. He smiled, and the tension was broken. ‘You know, I was only two seconds away from sticking that guy myself.’
‘Oh, really. What with? That bicycle wheel?’
‘Yeah, I was going to ram it over his head. Then I was going to pickpocket your screwdriver and stick him with it.’
Owen laughed, a comforting sound. ‘You’d never be able to get me like you do all those rich people.’
Paul smiled, forced it to look convincing. Picking pockets was what he said he did down around Piccadilly, Westminster, and Charing Cross at night. That’s where he said their money came from. Owen didn’t need to know any different, didn’t need to know the truth.
‘Can we get dinner now?’ Owen asked.
‘Sure.’
Paul put an arm around his brother’s shoulders, surprised at just how tall Owen was getting. Maybe it wasn’t so unusual for Owen to protect him anymore. He certainly had better survival skills than Paul had.
As he led his brother away, he hoped that the fish n’ chips shop hadn’t been looted by a different mob. He was starving.



Chapter Five: Dreggo
 
Dan pulled the cap off the cola bottle and took a long swig, coughing right after. He retched, spitting bile on the ground. The cola was long gone, and Dan had filled the bottle with rum instead, using the soft drink bottle as cover to keep away any alcoholics or drunks more desperate than he was. Alcohol was difficult to procure, and hard liquor had a high price. Dan, who earned enough to stay alive by selling marijuana and black-market cigarettes in the dark recesses outside major train stations, had taken himself to a new level with the rum. In the aftermath of breaking his association with the Tube Riders, he had needed something to reaffirm himself.
Now, with the black fuel burning inside of him, he was searching for a new association.
He had wanted to be part of a gang. Gangs were everything in London, comradeship and protection. Allowed into the circle of the Tube Riders, Dan had felt whole again, the meandering of his life from one mistake to another forgotten for a while. The gang had given him purpose, and he had wanted to be one of them so much.
Cast out, the only thing he could think of was to destroy them.
Paul ... they were friends but Dan had never trusted him much. They hung around the same regrettable places at night, and while Dan knew what Paul did, he had seemed like a cool guy otherwise. Paul had said he knew some guys who hung out, asked Dan to come along. Said they were straight up, and Dan had taken a chance. Simon, he’d thought was cool. A bit feminine, but cool. And Marta ... with near-black hair that was a mixture of braid and dread framing that cute, pale little face, those bright, smart eyes that saw everything ... and with her body tight from all that tube riding, he had been pretty hopeful they would get it on. God knew he needed something to keep him warm at night, and he could have handled a piece of that no problem. She would have done nicely.
Yeah, Simon was cool, and Marta was hot. And Paul, well, he was okay.
That mutilated bastard Switch, though, him with the swagger and the look-how-fucking-good-I-am attitude, Dan would happily see him go under a train. Would do the pushing himself if chance allowed it.
He knew that by coming here he might get the others hurt. He didn’t really want that but they came together, and if they had to fall together, then so be it. Dan wanted the final word; no one would mock him again. No one would laugh at him; no one would ever imply he wasn’t good enough, just because he slipped.
‘Fuck you, you fucked-eye bastard,’ he muttered, swigging on the rum, seeing the entrance to the old London Underground station coming up ahead of him.
Bartholomew Road had been closed for fourteen years, but now he saw the metal gate stood open, a space there wide enough for a man to pass through. With the last of the rum clutched close to his chest, Dan squeezed through and headed down the stairs.
The smell was the same as St. Cannerwells, the scent of decomposing takeout mingling with eau de unwashed tramp. There was less litter here, a sign of more frequent passing.
Bartholomew Road was the third station he had tried today. Wapping Road and Coldharbour Avenue had both been quiet and empty with no sign of habitation. There were dozens of abandoned Underground stations across London GUA; he had known his search might only lead him as far as the rum lasted. But here, as he passed through the dusty, broken ticket gates, he heard the sound of voices up ahead.
Had he been more sober he might have taken more care, but with the rum sloshing around inside of him, Dan stumbled down the stairs and out on to the platform as though he were rushing to catch the last train.
A group of people inhabited the shadows at the far end of the platform. He staggered closer to them as a familiar roar built up in the tunnel. He glanced back, and saw those terrifying, demonic eyes rushing towards him. Drunk, his hands flexed, feeling for the clawboard he’d tossed away, while further down the platform, a row of people crouched down like sprinters at the start of a race.
Dan slipped behind a support pillar and leaned out to watch the Cross Jumpers in action. As the train rushed out of the tunnel they set off, sprinting towards the platform’s edge, moving in a staggered line, the nearest to him starting first, with each following jumper starting a fraction later in an unfolding human fan.
At the far end, one or two other people had started off far earlier than the others, their run-ups longer. Dan recognised them for what they were, because he’d been one amongst the Tube Riders: practicing novices, trying to become good enough to gain acceptance from the rest of the group.
The train roared along the platform. Dan winced as the Cross Jumpers disappeared in front of it like flies in the face of a battering ram. He listened for the sound of their impact, expecting a blunt thud as their bodies broke apart against the train’s flat nose, but he heard nothing at all until the end. It was barely perceptible, a hard knock, like someone’s hand on a wooden door.
As the train vanished into the far tunnel, Dan saw the Cross Jumpers now stood on the opposite platform. One or two lay on the ground, others stood around, brushing themselves off. Near the far end, a group had clustered around the platform edge, looking down. There were curses, gasps of shock, and the sound of a girl crying.
‘Garth broke twenty-five feet!’ Someone nearby shouted. ‘That’s a medal there!’
And further away, the voice higher, verging on panic: ‘Petey missed! Petey didn’t make it!’
Other people not active in the jump jogged towards the far end of the platform.
‘Oh God,’ someone shouted. ‘What do we do with him? Dreggo? Dreggo!’
Dan arched his neck, trying to see their leader. Then something struck him hard in the back, and he stumbled out from his hiding place, dropping the bottle on the ground.
‘Look what I found here!’ someone said behind him. ‘I got us a spy!’
Dan looked round to see a muscular, shaven-head man with a black tattoo of a hawk to the side of his left eye. Sober, Dan would have put up a decent fight, but drunk he had no chance. He grunted as a fist slammed into his face and he sprawled forward on to the ground.
‘Pick him up, Maul.’
‘He just watched Petey die, Dreggo. Want me to throw him under the next one?’
‘I said, pick him up.’
‘Okay, okay.’ Strong hands pulled Dan to his feet. His face ached under his right eye, but as he went to rub it he found his arms clamped to his side.
A young woman of no more than eighteen or twenty stepped in front of him. She was slim, with long hair that framed her face, and a hawk tattoo beside both eyes. If they were a sign of authority then Maul was merely a henchman.
She smiled and reached up to cup Dan’s face. Her skin was smooth but icy cold.
‘You just watched one of our group die,’ the girl said, in a soothing, serpentine voice. ‘Tell me why I shouldn’t have Maul do as he suggested.’
‘I didn’t–’
Dreggo’s other hand came across hard, and Dan recoiled from the shock of the blow, the rum doing little to mask the pain. She hit harder than the goon did.
‘Don’t waste time lying to me.’ The hand holding Dan’s chin squeezed tighter. ‘Answer my question.’
‘I want to join you.’
‘Is that so?’
‘Yeah. And–’
‘And what?’
‘And I want you to help me.’
With a flick of her hair Dreggo laughed. It was cold, like her hands. ‘Um, why? Give me one reason. This really is your last chance. It doesn’t bother me if you live or die.’
‘I’m a Tube Rider.’
Dan felt Maul’s hands tighten on his shoulders and begin to pull him away. In front of him, Dreggo’s eyes thinned, her face going hard.
‘Was a Tube Rider,’ Dan corrected.
‘Let go of him, Maul.’
The hands dropped. Dan allowed himself to breathe. ‘I left them, and –’
‘So you’ve broken their code by coming here. Regardless of what I feel about the Tube Riders, breaking codes is something we don’t believe in. Breaking the code of the Cross Jumpers means death under the trains.’ Dreggo took a step away from Dan and waved an arm back towards the platform. Her arms too, bore a number of tattoos. He caught a glimpse of her inner elbow, and saw the scars of old needle track marks there.
‘They have their code, and we have ours. But one thing links both – community. If you become a Tube Rider or a Cross Jumper you join a family. Our two families might feud, but dishonour is something we both understand.’ She gestured behind him. ‘Maul, take him to the track.’
‘I know where they are,’ Dan blurted.
He heard the intake of her breath, sharp, desperate. ‘Wait. Maul, leave us a moment.’
‘Are you sure–’
‘Yes.’
The big man shot a dark look at Dan and lumbered away towards the other Cross Jumpers, most of whom were looking down at Petey’s body. Some were openly crying now, others were comforting each other, cursing, punching the concrete pillars in anger. Dan wondered if the other Tube Riders would have acted like this had it been him lying down there on the tracks. He didn’t think so.
‘So, you know where they ride now,’ Dreggo said. ‘While I pity your disloyalty, I admit this is information I want.’
‘And what do I get in return?’
Dreggo smiled. Despite the coldness of her eyes she was attractive. Pretty face, nice ass, pert tits, he thought, tucked away under that t-shirt of hers. She wasn’t in the same league as Marta, but she would do well enough. The act of being completely asexual and robotic might be something she just kept up around her goon army.
‘Aside from keeping your life?’ Dreggo said.
‘I want to join you,’ Dan repeated.
Dreggo gave him a condescending smile. ‘Really? Well, it is normal for there to be an initiation.’
‘What?’
‘Do you understand what we do here, er – what’s your name?’
‘Dan.’
‘Dan.’ She rolled the name across her tongue like a piece of candy. Her tongue flicked out and ran across her lips, and she gave him a thin smile. Oh yeah, Dan thought, staring into her eyes like a hypnotist’s victim. I definitely would.
‘I know what you do,’ he said aloud. ‘You jump across the tracks as the train comes in.’
She cocked her head. ‘In a nutshell. Do you know how we choose a leader?’ Dan shook his head. ‘We mark the point at which we jump,’ she said. ‘And the point that the front edge of the train has reached at the moment of the jump. An average length is between thirty and forty feet for a normal train, higher for an express. The holder of the shortest jump ... is leader. And,’ she added, ‘remains so until that jump is either beaten or the leader dies.’
‘What did you jump?’
‘Did I say you could question me?’ Her hand shot up and her index finger stabbed into Dan’s cheek just below the bone. He flinched back. ‘But for the record, I jumped twelve feet. No one else has ever jumped under twenty.’ She smiled, dropping her hand again. ‘And landed with all their limbs.’
Dan knew about the dismount lengths that characterized tube riding. ‘How–’
‘Did I do it?’ Dreggo stepped closer to him and glared into his eyes. He felt a mixture of arousal and fear. She stared at him until he looked away. With his gaze on the ground, she said, ‘Because the day I made that jump, I didn’t want to make it to the other side.’
He couldn’t help but look up at her, his mouth dropping open in shock.
‘I wanted to die,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. She leaned close, her breath tickling his ear. It too, was icy cold. Further down the platform Dan caught a glimpse of Maul looking decidedly pissed off.
‘I had no fear of it,’ she breathed into his ear. ‘You know what life is like in London GUA, don’t you, Dan? You have your nightmares, I’m sure. Let me tell you mine.’ She ran a hand through her hair. ‘Do you remember the riots three years ago?’
He did. In the summer of 2072 some spy had got hold of a secret government file and a list of possible informers was pasted up on every lamp post or bus shelter in central London. Mobs had looted and smashed up the city, lynching those people named in the list who hadn’t gone to ground quickly enough. He remembered seeing people burned alive, noosed up off street lamps, beaten to death. The DCA had engaged in pitched battles with gangs of rioters and hundreds were killed. It was a wonder the Huntsman hadn’t been deployed to make it worse.
He said dourly, ‘How could I forget.’
‘My father’s name was one of those printed,’ she said, and he could hear the sadness in her voice. ‘He hadn’t done anything. He was just a postal worker who worked in the recorded post section, and somehow his name had gotten on that list. Didn’t matter. I came home to find my parents dead. My mother had been thrown from the top of the stairs and had broken her neck. My father had been tied to our kitchen table and gutted with a bread knife.’
Dan squeezed his eyes shut. ‘That’s fucked.’
‘Yes, it is. The worst thing, though, was that the looters were still there. In my parents’ room, in the basement, searching for anything of value they could find. They were just about done, their hands full of some money my dad had secreted away, and my mother’s jewelry. And then I walked through the door. I was fifteen. I’d just come home from school.’ She gave a bitter laugh. ‘It must have been like Christmas.’
Dan risked a glance at her, and was surprised not to see a single tear in her eyes. Her face was cold, hard like stone.
‘There were six of them. By the time the first three or four were done, I was past caring. When they’d all had their fill, they beat the living shit out of me and kicked me out on to the street like a piece of junk. Then they torched my house.’
Tears welled in Dan’s eyes. He suddenly regretted coming here. Regretted it very much.
‘Things got worse,’ she continued. ‘The usual downward spiral. I took drugs to blank it out, ended up homeless, whoring myself for money. What I really wanted was to die, I just didn’t know how. Then, three months ago, a guy who called himself my boyfriend dragged me down here, promising a new high. When I saw those trains and what people were doing, I saw my chance to escape. I jumped at that train, wanting it to end me. But when I landed on the other side, it was like I had passed through a wall. I had emerged into a new world.’
Dan didn’t know what to say. Behind them, a train roared through the station, leaving more screams and tears in its aftermath, as the gradual job of clearing away Petey’s remains began.
‘I put a knife in my boyfriend’s heart as we lay together that night. And since then I have hunted and killed every one of those men who hurt me and slaughtered my family. Cross jumping gave me peace. And in return, I will protect it.’ She turned and walked a few steps away from him.
‘The Tube Riders play a game,’ she continued. ‘They hang from the sides of the trains like kids on a climbing frame. The Cross Jumpers joust with death itself. You make it, you live. You miss – like Petey did – you die. Our only game is to see how close to death we can get.’
Dan remembered the way the Tube Riders had talked about the Cross Jumpers, that cross jumping was considered easy, that having no contact with the trains at all was an easy way out, but Dreggo had impressed him. Perhaps coming here hadn’t been such a bad idea after all. If nothing else, he wanted to join them just to be near her.
He waited until she turned around, then he looked up. It took him a moment to speak because his heart was beating so hard. ‘So? Am I in?’
‘Tell me where the Tube Riders are, and I’ll let you take the initiation.’
‘What–’
She turned back towards him, a knife in her hand. ‘This is the knife I used to gut those men,’ she said. ‘The way they did my father. Only I made sure it took them a lot longer to die.’ She rubbed a finger along the blade, and a little trickle of blood appeared on her skin. ‘I’ll let you take the initiation, if you tell me where the Tube Riders are.’
He hesitated only a second. ‘St. Cannerwells,’ he said, voice shaking.
The knife vanished. The same hand rubbed Dreggo’s nose. Her thin brow furrowed. ‘I don’t know that one,’ she said.
‘It’s on the old Piccadilly Line, two or three stops past West Green. There’s only one entrance left, at the top of St. Cannerwells Park, opposite a boarded-up launderette.’
Dreggo stroked her chin, and the seductive tone was back. ‘My, my, keen to sell out our friends, aren’t we?’
‘They’re not my friends,’ Dan said quickly. ‘They didn’t want me.’
‘Who is their leader?’
‘They don’t have one.’
‘Every gang has a leader.’
Dan felt a sudden pang of disgust with himself, but the words were already on his tongue. ‘It guess it would be Marta. Yeah, their leader is called Marta.’
‘Hmm.’ Dreggo turned back to him. ‘Okay, you can have your chance.’ She turned. ‘Maul! This one is going to take the initiation. Let’s see if he has what it takes to become a Cross Jumper.’
Maul jogged over. He pulled something from his pocket and handed it to Dreggo. It looked like a black scarf.
‘Come with me,’ Dreggo said.
Dan followed Dreggo along the platform with Maul trailing behind them both. The other Cross Jumpers parted at their approach, stepping away from Dreggo as though they held her in reverence. Dan noticed the sorrow on many of the faces, the tears still fresh. The others had told him that tube riding was about fun, the rush, the excitement. What was this, where it was so easy to get killed?
‘Come here.’ Dreggo went to stand behind Dan. She covered his eyes with the scarf, tying it tightly around the back of his head.
‘What are you doing?’
‘This is the initiation, Dan. To see if you have what it takes to jump with us. You are seven good strides from the edge of the platform. When the next train comes, you will jump across in front of it. Blindfolded.’
‘You have got to be joking.’ Dan suddenly didn’t feel drunk anymore. He started to pull the blindfold off his face, but felt her knife press against his throat.
‘You have made your decision, Dan. Stick to it. Everyone here has done it, as have many before them whose honour you threaten to undermine.’
‘I can’t–’
‘Yes, you can. Listen for the train. You’ll hear it come out of the tunnel. You have about eight seconds before it passes you, but you’re not looking for a jump distance here. Just to get across. I suggest you start to run as soon as you hear it.’
‘How far is it?’
‘About ten feet. The biggest problem with Cross Jumping is that we can only do it with single track lines. Try and jump a double track and you just land on the far set of rails.’ She chuckled. ‘Ouch.’
‘Dreggo, one’s coming!’
‘Okay, Dan, you get one shot at this. Chicken out, and it’s over. Jump, and you’re one of us.’
‘Holy fuck…’
Dan braced himself as he heard the roar building up in the tunnel. This was his chance, his chance to make it as a Cross Jumper, to be accepted. His one chance. He had no doubt that Dreggo would kill him if he didn’t try, so it was jackpot or bust. He steeled himself, praying that the lingering effect of the rum would give him enough courage to make it across.
The train burst out of the tunnel with a roar he knew well. Dan kicked off, counting his steps towards the platform edge aloud.
‘One … two … three … four … five…’
He braced himself to jump–
#
In three quick steps Dreggo reached the platform edge, just to the side of Dan as he started to run. She heard him counting under his breath. Good, he was really trying. A shame he’d never make it.
As Dan came level with her, she stuck out her left foot.
Dan gasped as he overbalanced, his forward momentum sending him over the edge and down on to the tracks. There was a thud as he landed: the breath knocked out of him. He didn’t have time to cry out. He groaned, managed to prop himself up on one elbow, then the train was on him. It thundered past in a blur, wheels clacking over the tracks. Dan, as a human being at least, was done.
As the train roared away into the far tunnel, Dreggo looked down at the tracks, at the mess that remained of the former Tube Rider. Within twenty trains or so, there would be little left but blood, and rats would clean that up. She turned back to the other Cross Jumpers, many of whom were staring at her open-mouthed, horrorstruck. Her predecessor as leader, Billy Lees, looked like he was meditating at the back, arms folded, head down. He was right not to look at her; any sign of dissent would line him up as the next to fall. Dreggo had more tricks than just sticking out her foot.
One or two others, Maul included, watched her in a solid show of support. Maul, she knew, would have done it for her, had she asked. He would do anything he thought might get him closer to her bed, but it would never happen. The pleasure Dreggo felt from her body had been taken from her long ago by the looters and worse that she hadn’t needed to tell Dan. It was something she used as a tool occasionally for personal gain; she would never again use it for love or pleasure.
Almost twenty, she counted in total, as they stood before her, waiting for her to speak. Not so bad, and there were a few not here today. Far better than the Tube Riders, who numbered – what had he said – four? Just four. It wouldn’t take much, she knew, to get rid of them. All she had to do was ensure that their disappearance didn’t encourage their legend any further, that they were shown up to be what they were, a group of unenviable misfits with too much time on their hands. Then of course, with the Tube Riders out of their way, the Cross Jumpers could start working on their own legend.
‘Listen up,’ she said. She waited until all their eyes were on her. ‘That man, Dan, claimed to be a Tube Rider. He is not dead now because he was a Tube Rider, though that might be reason enough. He is dead because he betrayed those close to him. Let this be a warning to you. Anyone who does the same to the Cross Jumpers will suffer the same fate, or worse. If you betray the Cross Jumpers, I will find you. Do you understand?’
There were murmurs of assent. Eyes fell to the ground below her gaze.
‘Petey died today with honour. Petey wanted to prove himself strong enough to run with the Cross Jumpers. He gave us the greatest honour he could give by risking his life for us, and it saddens me that he is dead. He failed, but he will be remembered. This day should have been Petey’s day, but instead it has been stolen from him by this coward whose blood, as we speak, mixes with Petey’s pure blood and taints it. We will remember Petey for giving his life as a Cross Jumper, and we will also remember this dissenter who dared wear the name “Tube Rider”.’ She spread her arms wide. ‘The Tube Riders are my enemies, as they are yours. But until this day I respected them. I respected them for what they did, for what they are, for what they have become. But I respect them no longer. I’m embarrassed to think that they soil the same places we use for cross-jumping. It hurts me.’
There were more murmurs of assent. Maul punched the air and shouted, ‘Yeah!’
‘Thankfully, this fool’s life was not entirely wasted. Before he died, he told me where we can find them.’
There was a ripple of excitement across the crowd.
‘So tomorrow…’ Dreggo paused for dramatic effect. ‘We hunt.’
The crowd erupted into cheers.



Chapter Six: Training
 
‘Everyone, this is Jessica. My, um, friend.’ Simon waved a shy hand at her, looking uncomfortable with their scrutinizing eyes on him. Paul looked just as flustered as Simon, while Marta wore an amused smile. Switch wasn’t looking at him at all, but was over by the platform edge, staring down at the tracks and muttering under his breath.
‘His girlfriend,’ Jess corrected, giving a smile of her own at Simon’s awkwardness. ‘And call me Jess.’
‘Nice to meet you, Jess,’ Marta said, reaching out to shake the other girl’s hand. ‘Marta. Short for Martina, but God, I hate that. Sounds like a shit type of car.’
Jess laughed. ‘I can’t decide if “Jessica” sounds more like a doll or a bar of soap.’
‘I’m Paul, short for, um, Paul.’ He shook her hand too.
‘Switch?’ Simon said, looking back at the little man as he continued to examine the tracks.
‘Is she cool, Simon?’ Switch asked without turning around. ‘We can’t have another bailer on our hands.’
‘Huh, what are you, a Cross Jumper?’
Switch turned quickly, eyes firing. ‘Don’t say that.’
‘Well, ease off the inquisition.’
‘Hi, I’m Switch,’ he said without coming closer.
‘Hi.’
Switch nodded then turned away. He started to walk along the platform edge.
‘Wow, he’s a little–’
‘Sharp?’ Marta finished. ‘Yeah, he is. Sharp as the knife he carries. He’s a loyal friend, but he’s under no illusions about the world up there.’ She cocked her head towards the ceiling. ‘Be nice to him, but don’t expect him to be nice back, for a while. It takes time to earn his trust. He doesn’t hand it out easily.’
Jess shrugged. ‘Sounds like he has it right. Trust kills, some people say.’
‘Maybe,’ Marta said. ‘But some of us prefer to maintain a higher level of optimism.’
‘Sure. Why do you call him Switch?’
‘See that twitch in his eye?’
‘Couldn’t miss it.’
‘Steve’s twitch. Over time, Switch.’
‘Oh. That makes sense, I suppose.’ Jess looked around her. ‘Are you the leader?’
Marta grinned. ‘What? The leader of fat boy, thin boy, and weird boy? Lucky me.’ She shrugged. ‘My older brother, Leo, was the first Tube Rider, but we’re just a group of friends.’
‘We don’t really have a leader,’ Simon said.
‘No,’ Paul agreed. ‘There’s nothing much to be decided except when to go home. We do have an order of seniority, though. Kind of like a code. Marta’s been here the longest, so she rides first. Simon comes next, then Switch, then me.’
‘There are just four of you?’ Jess asked.
Marta looked away towards Switch, now standing down by the breakfall mats. ‘There used to be more. Things happen, though. Some people drift away, others get scared, or lose interest.’
‘What happened to your brother?’
Paul and Simon tensed, and Jess immediately wondered if she’d said the wrong thing. Marta, though, just gave her an easy smile, and Jess found herself warming to the other girl quickly. ‘He disappeared,’ Marta said. ‘I don’t know what happened to him, and the speculation kills me. I try not to think about him, and being here, doing this thing he started, strangely enough it helps to put him out of my mind.’
‘Hey, I’m sorry.’
‘We all have our horror stories. Even you, I suppose.’
‘My father works for the government. I don’t know what he does, but every day I worry that he won’t come home. My mother, too. She works in a bank. My family, inside the protective gates and security locks and bulletproof glass, we live a normal life. Not many people have that, and I fear losing it so much I could just ...’ She trailed off, feeling tears she didn’t want to show start to come. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists at her sides, determined not to cry in front of Simon’s friends.
Marta patted her shoulder. ‘Easy, easy. We know. We understand.’ She took a step back and spread her hands. ‘Welcome to the Tube Riders.’
‘Thanks.’
‘So, Simon, are you going to get her started or what?’
‘I don’t know. I just wanted her to meet you guys.’
‘Can I try?’
Marta put an arm around her shoulders. ‘Not until you know what you’re doing. We don’t want you getting hurt. Even then it’s entirely your choice to ride. You’re welcome to just come and hang out.’ She smiled. ‘But if you want an idea of what it’s like, come this way.’
She led Jess up the platform, beneath the stairs to the blocked second exit, and through an opening in the wall beside the platform edge which led into a maintenance tunnel. The emergency lighting was dimmer here. The sound of dripping water came from back in the dark.
‘Why are there lights on?’ Jess asked. ‘Doesn’t the government turn them off?’
Paul said, ‘Even though the station is closed now, the trains still follow the same rules as when it was operating. They have to slow down as they enter the station, and the lights are kept on so that the trains can see it as they come in.’
‘That’s his theory,’ Simon said. ‘I just think the government forgot to turn them off. It’s not like they have much control over stuff, is it?’
Marta had her hands on her hips. ‘Enough of the history lesson, boys. It’s study time.’
She reached up and took hold of a water pipe about a foot above her head. ‘This pipe runs straight for about thirty feet. It’s about the same height as the rail you have to catch on the trains. So ...’
Marta handed Jess her clawboard. ‘You can try with mine. It’s a bit lighter than the others.’
Jess took the offered board and turned it over in her hands. The wood was thinner than Simon’s, and the outside face was painted silver. It looked polished, better maintained than his. It also had two hooks instead of one, with a small space in the middle. ‘What do you want me to do?’
Marta pointed. ‘Start running from over there. Try to get into a sprint going parallel to the pipe. When you’re moving as fast as you can, angle in sharply and jump. Lift up the board and try to hook the pipe. Here, hold the board like this.’ She helped Jess hook her arms through the leather straps. ‘Okay, go on then. Have a try.’
Jess looked nervously back at Simon. He didn’t look too happy but he forced a good luck smile. ‘Well, here goes…’
She backed up a few steps and then sprinted forward as Marta had instructed. About halfway along the pipe she darted inwards, leapt, hooked, and caught. She pulled her feet up off the ground, slid a few inches and stopped, hanging from the pipe like a bat in an old industrial factory. She looked back. ‘Well?’
Simon pouted. ‘That was okay. I think you understand the basic concept but you probably need to work on your technique a bit.’
Marta laughed. ‘He’s just jealous because it took him about ten attempts on his first day.’
‘It wasn’t ten,’ Simon said. ‘It was more like, I don’t know ... six?’
‘Maybe you’re a natural,’ Paul said.
Marta pointed back along the platform. ‘Again,’ she said. ‘Do it again.’
Jess did, again landing safely on the pipe. Then, at Marta’s prompt, one more time and one more, until Jess had lost count. By the time Marta called a halt, Jess was out of breath and her arms ached, but she was doing it smoothly, with barely a sound.
‘Now, the dismount,’ Marta said. ‘You’re not jumping off a pipe, you’re jumping off a train moving at anything up to sixty miles an hour. Get it wrong and you die, it’s as simple as that.’
Jess looked shocked. She glared at Simon. ‘You didn’t say people died.’
He looked away, his cheeks reddening. ‘I didn’t want to put you off.’
She glared at him a moment and then shrugged. ‘Try and stop me doing it, more like.’ She grinned. ‘I guess you’re probably as likely to die crossing the streets these days.’
Marta nodded. ‘Like I said, there’s no pressure for you to do it for real. You can help Paul keep score if you like.’
Jess glanced at Paul. Simon had told her they were the same age but Paul didn’t look like a man barely out of his teens. He could have passed for forty with his receding hair, glasses and middle-age spread. She hadn’t like to say so, but she couldn’t imagine him running, leaping out and then hanging off the side of a moving train. He wasn’t exactly athletic, but she supposed looks could be deceiving, sometimes intentionally so.
‘Paul doesn’t ride?’ she asked.
Paul looked sheepish. ‘I hurt myself, and it’s difficult to ride now.’
‘He hurt his mind,’ Simon said. ‘The rest healed. It’s psychological.’
‘Okay, enough,’ Marta said, scowling at him. She turned back to Jess. ‘You all right? You want to have a break? I didn’t mean to turn into a boot camp sergeant or anything–’
‘No, I’m good. Let’s nail this.’
Jess hated the way a lot of people saw her as some frilly-dress Daddy’s girl. The neighbours all felt she was privileged, particularly with the home security system that made them the only family on the street which could sleep in peace. She felt a constant urge to prove herself, and now, in the presence of Simon’s friends, she felt the same desire.
While she had been practicing, Switch had been riding alone over on the far platform. She’d seen him clinging to the side of the train like a bug on a tree branch, and it looked exhilarating. She wanted to do it more than anything now, and she wanted to do it better than any of them.
‘When you dismount,’ Marta said, ‘you have to brace your legs on the side of the train, and push your board in and up at the same time as you push upwards with your feet. You can’t just pull the board off. It’s caught on the rail, and the only way to unhook it is to push it in and flick it off in one motion.’
‘Kind of like undoing a bra,’ Paul said.
‘Didn’t realise you wore one,’ Simon scoffed.
Paul grinned. Jess noticed how Marta watched them with a wry smile the way a mother might watch her kids. Marta was pretty, but the brief pang of jealousy Jess had felt when they had first met had gone. The Tube Riders were more like a family.
‘Try it on this pipe over here. It’s a little lower, but it’s nearer the wall so you can brace better. On a real train there’s only a slight curve on the outside of the carriage, so the rail you hang from is about the same level as your feet. This means you are leaning backwards, making the pressure on the clawboard greater. All of which means it’s easy to stay attached, but difficult to get off.’
Jess hooked the pipe and braced her feet on the wall. ‘Okay, so up and out. How do I land?’
‘Usually on your back, but if there aren’t any breakfall mats there, you have to roll.’
Jess stared. ‘You’re joking, right?’
Marta shook her head. ‘I wish. If the train’s going slow enough it’s not a problem, but on a train going at speed, if you try to land on your feet you’re going to break something, or worse, damage your back with the impact. When you dismount, you have to turn your body in the direction the train is going and pull your clawboard into your body like a shield. Duck your head in to protect it. Keep your legs straight. If you do it right, it doesn’t hurt so much because your forward momentum is so great you just kind of touch down. Like a plane.’
‘It hurts?’
Marta looked pained. ‘Always. But do it right and it won’t hurt too much.’
‘It’s the reason we have the big stack of mattresses at the end of the platform,’ Simon said, pointing towards them. ‘Something nice and soft to land on.’
‘I’ll catch you the first time,’ Marta said, going to stand behind her.
Jess grimaced. ‘Okay, well here goes.’ She reached up and hooked the board over the second pipe, bracing her feet on the wall. She took a deep breath, then kicked up and pushed the board in and upwards as Marta had instructed. She kicked a little hard though, and fell back into Marta. For a moment Marta had a hold of her – Jess marveled at how strong the other girl’s hands felt – then Marta lost her balance and they both landed in a heap on the floor.
‘Ow!’ Jess muttered. ‘I banged my bloody elbow.’
Marta, who appeared to be unhurt, laughed as she stood up. ‘Not bad for a first attempt. You don’t need to kick quite so hard, but it was good.’
Simon helped Jess up. ‘Are you all right?’
Jess brushed herself down and nodded. ‘I’ll live.’
‘Do you want to rest for a bit? Watch us do a few rides?’
Jess smiled. ‘Nope. I want to ride with you.’
‘Well, I don’t know that you’re ready yet.’
Jess shrugged. ‘Come on, let’s go see what–’
She broke off at the sound of a shout and running feet in their direction. Switch was bolting along the platform towards them, his clawboard hung loose in one hand. ‘Quick!’ he shouted. ‘We’ve got a problem!’



Chapter Seven: Confrontation
 
‘Hurry!’ Dreggo shouted, waving an arm towards the entrance to St. Cannerwells Underground station. Spread out across the park like a net ready to close, the Cross Jumpers responded, slinking between the trees and along the cracked tarmac paths, closing on the small brick building at the top of the hill. Her scouts had seen the Tube Riders go inside a couple of hours ago. They had looked around for other entrances but found none. All the Cross Jumpers had arrived, and they had begun to close on the entrance when one of the Tube Riders had emerged at exactly the wrong time.
With her keen eyesight she had spotted him from the other side of the park, stepping out from the station entrance, immediately tensing, his sixth sense alerting him to danger. He had frozen just a second before feigning cool and calmly looking around, noticing several closing Cross Jumpers. He was good, she had to admit, the way he sauntered back inside as though he’d just stepped out for a cigarette and then changed his mind. Brought up on the hardest streets, she had no doubt, but too late. The Tube Riders were still trapped inside.
Moving through her trees to the left was Maul, a big sledgehammer held in both hands. It was his weapon of choice when it came to smashing up people who messed with him, the reason for his name. He glanced at her often, she noticed, and while she found it irritating, she appreciated the gesture. He was looking out for her, as usual, when out of all of them she was the one who needed it least. Muscular and mean though he was, Dreggo could make short work of him or any of the others. In fact, she didn’t need their help at all, but she had to involve them in this if she wanted to maintain her control of the gang.
‘When you get inside, spread out across the platform,’ she growled to several Cross Jumpers as she reached the entrance. ‘Make sure they have no escape routes. If they go into the tunnels, that’s fine. They’ll be mine then.’
Maul grinned inanely as he passed her. Others looked less excited about the prospect of a fight, but they were too scared to argue. They stuck together in twos and threes, and she hoped they would give each other strength.
Billy Lees went last. He gave her a long, cold look as he passed, longer than she felt was respectful. He had led the Cross Jumpers for more than three years before she showed up, and he didn’t look happy about being back in the ranks. Her jaw tensed as she followed him inside.
#
Switch, doubled over, hands on his knees, was trying to get his breath back.
‘I went outside to go get some drinks,’ he said. ‘But as I got to the top of the stairs I saw them coming. Lots of them. Armed with clubs and shit.’
‘Who?’
‘I think it’s pretty obvious, don’t you?’
Simon glanced at Paul and Marta. ‘Are you sure they were coming in here?’
‘Of course I’m fucking sure. They were headed straight for the station entrance.’
‘How many?’ Marta asked.
‘I saw at least ten but there could have been more. They had knives, clubs, lengths of pipe, the usual street fight bullshit.’
‘You could see their weapons?’
Switch shook his head. ‘Didn’t need to. I could see from the way they were walking what the fuckers were concealing.’
Jess’s lip trembled. ‘What do we do now?’
Switch rounded on her. ‘Did they follow you here? Spies from Daddy?’
‘No!’
Simon put up a hand. ‘Switch, give it up.’
‘Or what, Simon?’
‘Just shut up!’ Marta shouted. ‘We’ve got bigger problems to worry about. I think we all know who they are and how they got here.’
Simon shook his head. ‘How would Dan know how to find them?’
‘I don’t know, luck? Now shut up before they hear us, while there’s still time to find somewhere to hide–’
‘Too late,’ Paul said quietly. ‘They’re here.’
As they peered out from behind the pillars, Marta saw the group descend the far stairs and spread themselves out. With the other exit long ago bulldozed and concreted over, there was no way out.
‘We’ve got to go into the tunnels,’ Simon said.
Marta turned to look at him. ‘And go where?’
‘I don’t know, keep going until we reach the next station?’
‘It’s about three miles. We’d get chased down.’
‘Or run down by the next express,’ Paul added.
Simon glanced at Jess. The girl was looking down at her waist, fiddling with what looked like a money belt tied around her stomach. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.
‘You know, if we get in trouble, it’s evidence–’
‘You’ve got a digital camera?’ Switch said, incredulous, pushing Simon out of the way. ‘You were planning to get us on the fucking TV?’
Jess looked upset. ‘I just wanted, you know, a memento of the occasion.’
‘Dumb bitch,’ Switch muttered, turning away.
‘Hey!’ Simon said, stepping towards him, but Marta silenced them both with a sharp: ‘Now is not the time! They’re coming closer!’
She glanced around the side of the pillar again and counted maybe fifteen people, spread out across the platform.
She turned to Switch. ‘How long until the next train comes?’
‘Huh, what?’
‘The next train!’
He frowned. ‘The last one was ... about four minutes, give or take.’
‘Okay, that’s enough. I have a plan. Jess, do you think you can ride?’
‘What, now? I don’t know.’
Simon put a hand on Marta’s shoulder. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Jess can’t ride, she hasn’t practiced enough. And anyway, when we dismount–’
‘There’s no dismount. Not this time.’
The others looked at her. ‘You’re joking, right?’ Paul said, frowning.
‘It’s the only way. If Jess doesn’t think she can ride, maybe she can hide here and they won’t find her. If Dan told them about us, he’ll have told them four. They won’t know about her.’
‘I’m not staying here!’
‘She’s not staying here.’
‘That’s settled then. Paul, give her Dan’s old clawboard.’
Paul stepped forward. ‘We were going to have a little ceremony and stuff, but there isn’t time.’ He held out a clawboard. ‘Here.’
Jess took the board and turned it over in her hands. The wood was dark with varnish but otherwise had no design. It looked like a piece of skirting board that someone had fashioned into a crude Medieval weapon for a kid to play with. The wood was scratched and scored, but the single metal hook was smooth from dozens of rides.
‘It’s amazing,’ she said. ‘Was it someone else’s?’
‘Yeah, but we weren’t going to say that.’
Before Jess could reply or the others could say anything else, Marta left them. With her clawboard held in one hand she walked out in plain view of the approaching Cross Jumpers. Switch hurried to catch up, while the others followed more nervously.
‘What do you want?’ Marta shouted.
A girl, probably younger than her, stepped forward out of the group. Marta raised an eyebrow. A girl? They had just assumed this Dreggo was a guy. The girl’s angular features were attractive, if a little thin. Her eyes, though, were hard and unforgiving. Marta grimaced. The new leader of the Cross Jumpers didn’t look about to negotiate.
‘So, this is it, where the mighty Tube Riders hide.’
Marta’s heart was pounding, but she had to stand up for the others. Switch would start a suicidal battle they had no hope of winning, while Paul and Simon would probably run and be cut down. Perhaps she could offer a one on one with the girl ... perhaps make a deal ... her mind raced with ideas but none of them stood out, and she knew she would have to trust her intuition, something she often hated to do.
‘What do you want? You have no business here.’
‘I’m afraid we do,’ the girl said. ‘As of now, the Tube Riders are disbanded. I have an ultimatum for you. Throw your … catching boards … on to the tracks and walk away from the trains and this station for good. Do it and we’ll leave.’
Marta felt anger welling up inside her. Her brother had begun this, and his legacy lived in every ride she took. She wasn’t about to get forced away from something she loved by some bitch. She held the clawboard tight in both hands. Her board, unlike some of the others, had twin hooks, which she filed daily. They were sharp enough to tear Dreggo’s face clean off.
‘No,’ she shouted. ‘This isn’t about the trains, or what we do, is it, Dreggo? There are plenty of abandoned stations in this city for both of us. You know that’s no reason for us to fight. This is about you.’ She held her clawboard across her chest, the hooks facing out. ‘You want to fight, then come on. You and me. Leave the others out of this.’
A man who looked like he spent half his life in a gym stepped forward, hefting a sledgehammer in his hands like it was a plastic straw. ‘Want us to do them now, Dreggo?’
The girl raised a hand and flapped it at him dismissively. ‘Maul, back off.’ Dreggo looked back at Marta and spread her hands. ‘It’s very simple. Give up this silly game, and you can live.’
Marta glanced back towards the others. Paul, Simon and Jess still hung back behind her. Switch took a few steps towards Marta’s right flank as Maul inched forward. Marta pretended not to notice.
‘Why is it so important to you?’ she asked.
Dreggo tried to smile disarmingly, but it was forced, fake. ‘It’s not. There isn’t room for both our gangs anymore.’ She waved a hand behind her. ‘Look! Our numbers have grown far beyond yours. We want other places to practice.’
‘You stay in your stations, we stay here. That way no one gets hurt.’ Marta hoped it wasn’t obvious she was stalling for time. Behind her she heard the low rumble of a train back in the tunnel. A few more seconds…
‘So it’s a no, is it?’ Dreggo’s smile had vanished.
‘You and me,’ Marta said, trying to sound a whole lot braver than she felt. ‘Come on, Dreggo. What are you, chickenshit?’
Dreggo’s eyes blazed. ‘I’d cut you open, you Tube Rider slut, but this is about more than the two of us.’
‘I don’t think it is,’ Marta said. ‘I think it’s about you wanting something you have no right to because what you have sucks more cocks than you do.’
Dreggo tensed, then gave a little shake of the head as if to say you’re making a big mistake. She lifted an arm and waved the other Cross Jumpers forward. Marta noticed that while the few nearest them looked frenzied, wild, caught up in their own bloodlust, a greater number hung back, reluctant. Just from their body language she could tell they had no taste for the coming violence. Perhaps if they could break through the Cross Jumpers’ front line they could get away … but the odds were still overwhelmingly against them.
Marta glanced behind her. The train noise was still growing, but it was still too far back, probably just exiting the previous station. They had no choice: they would have to fight.
‘Hold them off until the train comes,’ she muttered to the others. ‘Ride the first chance you get.’
She let go of the clawboard with one hand long enough to reach under her shirt, looking for her own weapon, a small can of pepper spray. Her father had given it to her some years ago, before he died. Last summer, after a group of punks had jumped her not far from here, a friend had made some modifications to it. She wasn’t sure exactly what was in it now, but he’d assured her the burn would be a lot more permanent than simple pepper water.
To her right, Maul closed on Switch. Switch’s good eye shone; he was ready to go down fighting. He looked almost excited. The others were hanging back. Simon would fight to protect Jess, but Marta had never seen Paul lift a hand in anger and wondered if he would now. Perhaps he would just run.
If she could just take out Dreggo, maybe she could end all this–
Dreggo leapt at Marta with impossible, unnatural speed. Marta didn’t even have time to gasp. One hand was still caught inside her shirt. Pushed to the floor, she swung the clawboard up with her other hand, trying to knock Dreggo off her. The wooden edge connected hard with the side of the girl’s face and one hook scratched a line of red along Dreggo’s cheek, but Dreggo shrugged off the blow as though it was nothing. Strong hands closed around Marta’s neck. As Marta tried to roll her off, she saw Switch dart at Maul. Maul swung the sledgehammer, but Switch was too fast, ducking like a flyweight boxer and flashing the knife across the big man’s throat. Maul wobbled for a second, and then clutched at his neck as blood sprayed across the platform.
Switch was already moving away as Maul crashed to the ground like a falling tree, blood gushing from his throat. Switch tossed the knife from hand to hand as others closed in. ‘Come on!’ he screamed. ‘Come on you Cross Jumper fucks! Let’s have some!’
Marta tried to kick Dreggo’s legs, but Dreggo was no longer looking at her. Her face had turned towards Maul, filled with a look of sudden, unexpected horror. She pushed away from Marta as though their fight was already done. ‘Maul!’ she screamed, crawling towards the other man through a puddle of his blood.
Marta rubbed her sore neck as she scrambled to her feet. Looking around, she saw three others had passed her and were closing in on Simon, Paul and Jess. Two more moved towards Switch, while the rest hung back. The blood had scared many, but Dreggo alone might prove strong enough to take them out. There was something wrong about the girl, something unnatural.
And then the train roared out of the tunnel, its engines booming like thunder.
‘Now!’ she screamed. ‘Ride, Tube Riders, ride! Go!’
Switch slashed at one of his new attackers and they backed off out of range. Marta glanced back and saw Paul swing his clawboard in an arc at the nearest of the three that circled them. It connected hard and the man went down, giving them room to move.
‘Come on, Jess!’ Simon shouted, pulling the girl by the hand. Paul, surprising Marta with courage she had never realised he had, rammed the end of his clawboard into the stomach of the next man and then swung it into the face of the third.
The train was halfway through the station now. They had just seconds left to catch it before it was gone and they were dead. Simon and Jess sprinted towards the platform edge. Jess, crying in terror, leapt and somehow managed to catch a hold, with Simon catching behind her. For just a second Marta marveled at how good the girl was. It had taken Marta weeks to pluck up the courage to make her first ride.
‘Dreggo, they’re getting away!’ someone shouted.
‘Kill them!’ Dreggo screamed without looking up, her voice hoarse and desperate. ‘Kill them all!’
‘Paul!’ Marta screamed. ‘Come on!’
Paul turned toward the train. His face was contorted with fear and he looked more scared of the train than the Cross Jumpers. For a moment Marta thought he would pull out, but then he broke into a lumbering run. He was going far too slow, years without riding ruining his fitness. He squeezed his eyes shut and grit his teeth, summoning the nerve he needed. He reached the platform edge and leapt for the train. For a moment Marta thought he would miss: he was too low, his leap not high enough. The image of Clive’s smashed body flashed through her mind, then Paul’s clawboard caught with one edge and she gasped with relief. Using a deft skill he probably forgot he had, Paul shifted on the train side, pushed up with one foot and leveled the board out. Then the train was taking him away.
Marta couldn’t help but smile. He still had it. Once he had been good – no champion, but respectable – and that skill obviously didn’t fade easily. Maybe it was just like riding a bike after all.
It was her turn. She sprinted and caught just as the front of the train entered the far tunnel. From the side of the train Marta looked back towards the platform as the wind whipped her hair around her face. Switch was still back there, on the platform, running for the train. Another second and he would miss it. At the last moment, Marta saw Dreggo look up from Maul’s dead body. She bared her teeth in anger and for a moment looked feral, lupine. She screamed something Marta couldn’t hear, and her arm whipped through the air.
Switch, incredibly, had a huge grin on his face as he sprinted for the train. He was a hundred feet ahead of Dreggo, but as his board caught, he arched his back, crying out, and his face contorted with pain.
Then the darkness of the tunnel engulfed them.



Chapter Eight: Discovery
 
Marta felt the train begin to slow. As the chilling, buffeting wind eased, she heard the faint sound of crying not far ahead of her.
Jess.
What an introduction to tube riding, she thought. Despite the danger, the deaths, the main reason they did it was for fun. Now, one man lay dead back on the platform, several others were hurt, and they were on the run. She had dealt with struggle and violence all her life, but tube riding was supposed to have been their escape.
‘Marta!’ Paul’s voice came from not far ahead. Just a shadow in the strobe lighting from the emergency lights in the tunnel and the glow through the carriage windows, he was inching back along the carriage towards her, sliding his board carefully along the rail of the jerking, bumping carriage as the train thundered through the darkness.
Paul stopped just short of her. ‘We’re coming into a station,’ he shouted into her face, struggling to be heard over the echoing roar of the engine up ahead and the clattering of the wheels over the rails. ‘You want to dismount here?’
She shook her head. ‘Not yet. There’s another disused station two further stops down the line. Westfern Street. Remember?’
They had used to ride there but a stop light had been installed a short way into the far tunnel so the trains came through too slow. ‘We can get off there,’ Marta said. ‘We should be safe.’
‘Sounds good. I’ll tell Jess and Simon. They’re two carriages ahead of me.’
‘Paul, wait. How are you doing? First ride in a while, remember?’
The laugh Paul gave her verged on hysteria. ‘Piece of cake,’ he shouted, and she could tell he was barely holding it together in the nightmarish dark of the tunnel. ‘Not looking forward to getting off but it’s better than getting battered by a group of thugs.’
He inched away from her along the carriage. As the train decelerated into the station, she looked through the windows at the passengers inside. This carriage only held a handful of kids and a group of old women, hunched over, their hands wrapped tightly around their bags. Marta remembered being young and her father telling her about the old days, before the government changed, before Britain became Mega Britain, before the perimeter walls and the class segregation, as he called it. She remembered him telling her that despite the riots, the violence, the banning of the internet, mobile phones, and unregulated television, that some things never changed. Some things you could just rely on.
He said the London Underground was one. You could ride the tubes, and it could be any time of the last one hundred and fifty years. Looking into that carriage now at the kids and the old women, it was like looking back through a time portal into London’s past. She started to smile, but tears welled up in her eyes.
Her father had been hit by a car while crossing the road. It wasn’t the car’s fault, he told her on his hospital deathbed, just minutes before internal bleeding claimed him. He’d had things on his mind, and had been looking the wrong way as he jogged out across the street. An old-style death for a man who had always believed Mega Britain could be saved.
Her mother died a year after, killed by a terrorist bomb placed in a litter bin outside the foreign consulate. She’d been there trying to get a visa for Marta to study in America, a thinly veiled plan to get her daughter out of the country before things got really bad. She had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The police said that the device had been poorly made and hadn’t exploded properly, but Rachel Banks had been right outside and was the only casualty.
A letter arrived just a day after the funeral declining the application. That was two years ago. Since then, applications themselves had been outlawed.
Unlike her father’s, her mother’s death had been an old-fashioned one for an entirely new reason. Despite the bombings, the protests, the uprisings, Mega Britain rolled on.
Paul inched back towards her again as the train came to a complete stop, and the doors opened on the other side. People stood up and got off as others got on.
‘Simon said he’s cool,’ Paul said. ‘Jess is in a bad way, though. In shock. Simon’s worried she’s going to fall off. Not helping that it’s so damn cold.’
Marta grimaced. ‘Tell him to keep a hold of her. There’s been enough death today already.’
Paul looked at her and shook his head. ‘I can’t believe Switch killed that man. He seemed to enjoy it, like he went blood-crazy.’
‘It was them or us. It might still be us, if we don’t keep our heads down.’ The train doors closed, and it began to move again. ‘That girl Dreggo seemed to care for him a lot. It looks like we’re on her hit list now.’
Paul sighed. ‘Switch didn’t need to kill him. He’s quick enough with that knife he could have just slashed him up a bit. My brother, Owen, he’s just twelve, but I’m worried he’ll end up like that. You know, not caring.’
‘What Switch does is out of our control,’ Marta said, feeling unexpectedly defensive. ‘Remember, he was protecting us. I noticed you were pretty quick with that clawboard.’
Paul leaned closer as the train picked up speed momentarily before beginning to slow again. ‘Simon wasn’t going to leave Jess’s side. They were going to get cut off from the train. It was the only way to give them both a chance.’ He smiled. ‘It’s a good job we had Dan’s clawboard for Jess. Otherwise we might have been stuck.’
‘Well, we made it, but I think Switch is hurt. He’s hanging on back there but I think she got him with a throwing knife.’
‘Something was odd about her,’ Paul said. ‘Did you notice how young she was?’
Marta gave a nervous laugh. ‘You didn’t feel her hands around your neck. They were like iron. I’d be dead now if Switch hadn’t got her attention by killing that guy.’
Paul sighed, and it sounded as though he was holding back tears. ‘It sucks so bad that it has to be this way. An eye for an eye, always.’
‘Dreggo hasn’t got hers yet, remember. We’re going to have to lay low after this.’
The train rolled into another station. They were on the right side of the train, and again the doors opened on the left. Marta knew that getting off at Westfern Street was their only chance, because the station after was a connecting station, where the train changed lines. The doors opened on the right side there, and they would be discovered.
Paul inched a little closer. ‘Look at them in there,’ he said, speaking right into her ear. ‘Some of them look right through us. Why don’t they notice us?’
‘They do,’ Marta said. ‘But what they see is a ghost. They see a person outside the window peering in, mixed with the reflections from the people inside, the flicker of the lights, the emergency signs, and the advertising on the wall behind us ... so many things. Most of the time we don’t know what it’s like to see one of us from in there. I remember once coming home from school and passing through the abandoned station at Field Park and for a few seconds seeing someone hanging from the train. It scared the living shit out of me, and worse, the figure looked like my brother. It was after I told him about it that night that he told me about tube riding. It was my brother.’
‘I guess that’s why most of the people who acknowledge us are drunk, high or mad. They’re more willing to trust what their eyes show them.’
‘Exactly.’
The doors closed again and the train pulled away, the engines roaring as it gained speed. ‘Okay, next one,’ Marta said. She shouted the instruction back to Switch. The little man had used the stops to move forward to the carriage behind them, but he looked groggy and weak as he gave a slight nod of his head.
‘I hope he’s not hurt too bad,’ Paul said. ‘Asshole though he is, I’m fond of that bastard.’
Marta smiled. ‘Me too.’
She leaned out from the train, looking ahead down the track. In the distance she saw a bright red light, still just a pinprick like an animal’s eye far off in the dark. It was the stop light just past the next station. The train should start to slow down, enough that Jess would be able to dismount without hurting herself. She worried about Switch, though. How hurt was he?
Marta heard the squeal of the train’s ancient brakes as it slowed, wrinkling her nose as the stench of smoke and oil drifted up from the wheels below her. A moment later they were surrounded by emergency lighting as the train staggered into the station.
Ahead of them, Simon and Jess jumped off. Simon rolled well, while Jess landed with a grunt but seemed to be okay. As the platform appeared below them, first Paul jumped, and then Marta gritted her teeth and jumped after him. She ducked her head and held her arms in as she’d learned, but she still cried out in pain as she landed on the cold, hard platform. It had been years since she’d dismounted short of the breakfall mats, and the pain was refreshingly sharp.
She climbed to her feet as the train rolled past her. It was slowing almost to a full stop, and as the last carriage reached them Switch jumped down, landing on his feet, twisting and falling to the ground. The train rolled away into the tunnel and came to a stop a few hundred feet inside.
‘Are you all right?’ Marta said, helping him to his feet. Her hand came away sticky, and she smelt the copper scent of blood.
‘That bitch stuck me,’ he moaned. ‘How’d she do that from that distance?’
‘You need a doctor,’ Paul said.
‘Fuck it. I’ve had worse. Let’s just get out of here and then worry about it.’
Simon and Jess walked over. Jess’s face shone wet with tears, but otherwise she looked all right. Simon had one hand on her arm as if worried she might faint.
‘The way out’s up there,’ Marta said, pointing towards some stairs behind them. Let’s get out of here and reassess ourselves in the light.’
‘Is the station open?’ Paul said.
‘This end used to be. I don’t know if it’s been closed up since, though.’
They started up the stairs, Marta in the lead with Jess at her shoulder, Simon and Paul helping Switch along behind them. At the top of the stairs the corridor turned to the right, opening out into a wider lobby where Marta remembered the ticket gates were. Beyond that were two more staircases before the station exited on the corner of Hatton Road. There might be a locked gate, but if it was old and rusty they might be able to force it.
The station had been abandoned longer than St. Cannerwells, for at least twenty years. Marta wasn’t expecting to hear voices, nor see lights from the lobby area. Dazed, still in shock from the Cross Jumpers’ attack, they walked right out into plain view of a group of men standing in a huddle just beyond the old ticket gates.
It took a moment for Marta to recognise the black suits the men wore. When she did, noticing at the same time another man in their midst, on his knees with his hands tied behind his back, his face battered and bloody, she lifted a hand to stifle a scream.
The Department of Civil Affairs.
One of the men lifted what looked like a baton and smashed the kneeling man across the face. The battered man gave a watery grunt and fell sideways, but another man caught him and held him upright. The battered man started talking quickly, his voice high-pitched and faltering. He was crying for his life in a language Marta didn’t recognise. The tears though, tears of utter terror, were something she understood. An image of her mother flashed into her mind, her mother with tears streaming down her bloodied cheeks as she lay in the hospital bed an hour after the terrorist attack. ‘I don’t want to die. I don’t want to leave you,’ Rachel had wept. Half an hour later, she had done both.
One of the DCA agents looked up. He turned to the others and said something sharp, looked back at them and pointed. Three men pulled guns. Two aimed them at the Tube Riders, but the third held it up to the battered man’s temple and pulled the trigger.
The gun went off, impossibly loud in the empty Underground station. Behind Marta, Jess screamed, and she heard Simon retching.
For a second everything seemed to stop. Marta glanced at Jess as the girl said, ‘I know that man, oh God, I
know that man…’ As she trailed off her hand fell to something tied around her stomach.
Marta’s heart seemed to twist in her chest.
The camera.
‘Hey!’ shouted the man holding the gun. ‘Stop!’
‘Run!’ Marta screamed.
One of the other men fired. The shot rang out, and a puff of dust and broken tiles exploded out of the wall just inches wide of where Paul stood. Then they were running as though it were Huntsmen and not just men who pursued them, their ears still ringing from the gunshots.
Switch, with a determined grimace on his face, went first down the steps, three at a time. Paul was close behind, while Simon hung back a little, dragging Jess, who looked close to passing out. Marta, at the back, glanced behind her and saw the men closing.
‘Come back here!’ someone shouted. ‘Come back or you’re all dead!’
Down on the platform, they heard the rumble of the next train as it approached.
‘Ride this one?’ Switch shouted.
‘No,’ Marta replied. ‘It stops in the tunnel. They’ll catch us.’
‘Well, what the fuck do we do then?’
They were relying on her. If they hadn’t needed a leader before, they did now. She looked around, thinking quickly. She saw the train’s lights approaching the tunnel mouth, looked the other way and saw the glow of the red stop light in the far tunnel. There was another rumble coming from that direction, too.
‘We have to get across the tracks,’ she said. ‘That train stops to let one through the other way. If we can get across, this one will cover us and we can ride the next one back. Hurry!’
‘The train’s coming!’ Paul shouted.
Marta heard the sound of rapid footsteps on the stairs behind them. ‘We have to jump across!’ she shouted.
‘I ain’t no fucking Cross Jumper–’
‘Just do it, Switch!’ Marta screamed. ‘And the rest of you! Jump or we’re dead!’
Jess and Simon didn’t need another warning. They sprinted for the platform edge and leapt out, easily landing on the far side. Paul landed just behind them, stumbling and rolling over. Marta glanced back to see the men halfway down the stairs, all now with guns in their hands. She turned and sprinted for the platform edge.
As she leapt out across the track, she looked to her left and saw twin eyes of light rushing towards her. She stared in terror. From this angle the train looked like some giant beast, rushing forward to crush her.
She hit the far platform just as the train broke from the tunnel. As she rolled, she looked back and shouted, ‘Switch!’
The little man hung in mid air between the platforms, legs and arms flailing like a bizarre cartoon caricature, his face was caught in a grimace of pain. Time seemed to stand still for a moment, and then there was a crack behind him. A gun muzzle flashed. The train was huge and just feet away; there was no way he could make it–
–yet he did, landing and rolling on the platform beside Marta as the train rumbled past them. He jerked and sat up, one hand reaching for the injury on his back, the other rubbing his left foot, now shoeless.
‘I don’t believe it,’ he muttered, wincing in pain.
Behind them Paul and Simon were already on their feet, Simon dragging Jess along behind him.
‘Come on,’ Paul said. ‘They’ll have a clear shot in about five seconds.’
As one train rushed past, another roar built up in the adjacent tunnel, on the opposite side. A moment later it surged along the platform, going far faster, not stopping.
‘Go!’ Paul shouted, racing for the train, Simon and Jess just behind him.
‘Come on, hero,’ Marta said to Switch, pulling the little man to his feet.
‘It ate my fucking shoe,’ he muttered, grabbing his clawboard off the platform and following after her. ‘I liked those shoes!’
As Marta jumped and caught, she looked back towards the far platform, revealed now that the other train had vanished into the tunnel. She counted six men there, standing still, watching them. The guns had disappeared, as though they knew they couldn’t shoot without risking the lives of the passengers inside the train. One man at the front lifted a hand, pressed two fingers to his temple and then pointed them at her.
I’ll remember you, that gesture said.
Switch caught just behind her, and Marta felt the vibration of his landing shake the rail. As the train entered the tunnel and darkness surrounded them, the image of the six dark men fixed itself in her mind together with the image of the dead man whose face was now just a memory.
As they raced out of sight, she couldn’t quite get her head around what they had seen or what had happened. She knew, though, that Dreggo and the Cross Jumpers were now the least of their worries.
 



Chapter Nine: Enemies
 
As the train’s rumble receded into the tunnel, Dreggo looked up as the other Cross Jumpers crowded around her. Maul lay in front of her, his skin pallid, his body already cooling as the blood thickened and dried around him. Her heart rose and fell in her chest, pushing bile towards her mouth, wanting her to choke.
Maul, her friend. Dead. She didn’t love him, but as he lay before her she wondered what she did feel. He would have loved her had she let him, and in his brutish way he would have taken care of her. On the outside he was an animal, but he would have treated her well, respected her.
And he was dead.
She had brought her Cross Jumpers here to start a war with the Tube Riders, and she had found them more cunning than she had anticipated. To ride off into the tunnels like that was a masterstroke. They had time to go to ground now and it would take at least a few days to track them down. She could have handled them escaping, though. It was humiliating, but that was how wars were fought. But to escape mostly unharmed, leaving one of her own dead, one close to her at that ...
‘Are you sure they aren’t back in the tunnel?’ she asked the closest Cross Jumpers, her voice cracked and hoarse.
‘No,’ said one called Spacewell, a skinny weirdo who made his money from petty theft. ‘They’ve gone. There’s no sign of any bodies back there either.’
‘Okay.’ She glanced back at Maul. ‘Let’s get him over to the tracks.’
Three men came forward to drag Maul’s heavy body away. Others just stood around, their knives and clubs at their sides, their eyes on the ground. Dissent was brewing. Dreggo had become leader of the Cross Jumpers through the code, and she had reinforced her leadership with acts of wanton violence. She ruled through fear, and they knew now what she could do with a knife. But dissent was growing nonetheless. She had brought them here, and now Maul was dead, for nothing.
As the three men pushed Maul’s body down on to the tracks, Dreggo turned to the other Cross Jumpers.
‘Listen up.’ Faces turned towards her, but they were angry, mutinous. ‘We came here today to give them an ultimatum. You all heard me offer them a chance at freedom. Didn’t you?’
There were one or two murmurs of agreement.
‘They didn’t need to fight. All they had to do was give up what they had, and walk away. Simple. They wanted the fight.’
‘No. No, they didn’t.’
Dreggo’s eyes bored into the assembled group.
‘Who said that?’
‘I did.’ A black-haired girl near the back raised her hand. Even at this distance Dreggo could see it was shaking. The hand belonged to Bethany, a former prostitute, now a night worker in a supermarket. ‘They didn’t want to fight, you wanted to fight.’ One or two others grunted in agreement.
Dreggo glared at her, and then let her gaze fall on the other stony faces. ‘Does what we do mean nothing to you people? Do you not understand what it means to be a Cross Jumper?’
‘We have violence above ground,’ said Matty, a shoplifter. ‘We didn’t come here for this.’
Dreggo’s mouth fell open. ‘Wake up, you idiots! Open your eyes! Maul is dead now because he believed in what we have! The Tube Riders were a legend, but the Cross Jumpers can become an even bigger legend!’
‘Whatever,’ Matty said. ‘Some of us don’t care about being a fucking legend.’
A knife appeared in Dreggo’s hand. ‘Is that so? You were happy to watch that Tube Rider die yesterday. Yet when it comes to fighting for your cause, you give up? How about I cut you open and see if you have a spine?’
She only had one knife left. There were more than twenty of them. There were secrets about her past that none of them knew, but that was too many even for her.
‘Some of us love what we do,’ said another voice. ‘But we didn’t want this. We didn’t want a turf war. Why don’t you leave? Go make your own legend.’
She looked for the speaker, and found him standing at the back.
Billy Lees, the man she had replaced.
Her anger boiled over, and before she could stop herself, she whipped her hand over, the knife whizzing through the air. It struck Billy in the neck with a soft thud, handle deep. He made a sound like a gurgling drain, his breath cut off, and staggered backwards, hands scrabbling for the knife. As his dying fingers knocked against the handle blood began to spray in little bursts, like a water pipe split by a hot sun. He staggered backwards a few steps and keeled over. His body writhed on the platform, his legs kicking out at the tiles. The others stared in horror, but not one person moved to help him. After a few seconds he fell still.
Behind Dreggo, a train raced out of the tunnel and roared past them, causing a soft popping noise as it struck and dragged away Maul’s body. Dreggo felt a well of regret fill her stomach as she remembered they should have had a farewell ceremony in honour of him. His body was gone now, his memory forever tainted.
‘Okay, leave,’ Dreggo shouted, waving towards the stairs. ‘You’re not Cross Jumpers, you’re cowards. Maul would have spat on you, all of you. Go on. Get on with your lives somewhere else.’
There was a murmur from the group as the backmost members of the crowd began to shuffle away towards the stairs. Few wanted to turn their backs on her, so to hurry the moment she did it for them, turning away and stalking back up the platform towards where Maul’s blood stained the ground. She knelt down and dipped her finger in it, feeling the stickiness, still warm.
Dreggo did not cry, but Maul had been her friend. She hadn’t loved him but she had respected him, appreciated his kindness. Now, her group, her identity, had been disbanded. There was blood on her conscience, and blood on her hands. And all because of them.
She clenched her fists and slammed them against the tiles, once, twice, three times, until tiny cracks appeared. No matter. She would hunt the Tube Riders herself, and one by one they would die. Then, and only then, would she start a new order of Cross Jumpers.
She looked back towards the stairs, and found the platform empty. Billy Lees’s body still lay where it had fallen. She took hold of one of his limp arms and dragged him over to the platform edge.
‘You were a coward, but at least you stood up to me,’ she told his dead eyes. ‘That in itself makes you deserving of a Cross Jumper burial.’ She put one foot on his chest and shoved him down on to the tracks. Then she turned away, the last living person in St. Cannerwells Underground station.
Dan had told her there were only four Tube Riders, but she had seen five. The punky girl Marta had been their leader. That was without question. The one with the jippy eye who had murdered Maul and the fat guy had ridden pretty well. Then there was the couple, the pretty boy and the cute, homey-looking girl with the neat hair and the nice clothes. It had to be her, she had to be the new one. She had looked more tentative, more uncertain than the others. The others looked like street kids, and might live anywhere, maybe even moving from place to place. But the homey girl, she probably had a proper home. If Dreggo could find her, she would find the others.
She rubbed the side of her head, just above her eye, and for a moment her hair lifted up a fraction, revealing a cluster of wires that disappeared into her skin just above her ear.
Feeling a renewed sense of purpose, she moved across the platform to where she’d first seen the girl standing, looking for a scent.
#
The older of the two men in the DCA uniforms rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his grey eyes narrowed. In front of them, the rails still hummed from the recently departed train.
The taller, younger of the two said, ‘Tell me that didn’t just happen, Clayton. Tell me we didn’t just get interrupted by a bunch of kids with a fucking digital camera. You think they got footage of that?’
Leland Clayton began to massage the bridge of his nose. He glanced back towards the stairs, where the other four men had gone on his orders to start cleaning up the mess that his gun had caused. He lowered his voice, aware that echoes could carry in a place like this. ‘Are you aware who those … kids were, Vincent?’
Adam Vincent shook his head. ‘Meth heads, runaways, what does it matter? They saw us kill the Ambassador, and they might have got digital footage of it. That’s a big problem.’
‘They were Tube Riders.’
‘What?’
Clayton put a hand inside his coat and pulled out a little pamphlet magazine, sixteen pages in black and white. The single word title identified it as VOICE. It was an illegal magazine printed and fastened in some filthy squat somewhere and distributed with the main intent of talking shit about the government. Clayton made a point of getting his hands on such things as it made the perpetrators easy to track down. There were always clues in the pages somewhere, and while Clayton was no latter day Sherlock Holmes he had a pretty good reputation for flushing out rebels and revolutionaries.
‘Page thirteen or fourteen, I believe. It’s just a little article in amongst all the government hate bullshit.’
‘The Tube Riders?’ Vincent muttered, scanning the poorly copied, unaligned text.
‘Come on, Vincent. I’m sure even you’ve heard of them.’ Clayton, who enjoyed a good ghost story, smiled. ‘People say they’re ghosts, demons, the souls of train suicides.’ He shrugged. ‘But they’re not. As we’ve just seen, the Tube Riders are just a group of kids.’
‘Look, Clayton,’ Vincent said, handing the magazine back. ‘I don’t give a fuck who they were. I want to know what we’re going to do about it.’
Clayton turned towards the younger man. Adam Vincent, while not quite fresh off the DCA boat was still a junior officer. With his spiked, mullet hair, know-it-all swagger and disrespectful attitude, Clayton, who considered himself a tolerant person, had taken an instant dislike to the man directly beneath him in order of seniority. His grizzled, pockmarked face was set, his eyes suddenly hard. ‘Don’t make me remind you of your rank, Vincent,’ he said.
For once, Vincent looked sheepish, his cheeks reddening. ‘I’m just, you know, saying that this talk isn’t doing us any good. We have to find them. Eliminate them.’
‘I’m aware of that.’
‘So what’s the plan of action?’
‘Let me speak to the Governor first.’
‘Is that wise?’ Vincent shook his head. ‘Do we even have time? If they have digital footage of that hit they’re capable of starting a goddamn war.’
Clayton nodded. ‘I know. But while we’re on government orders we have a duty to make a report.’ For a moment he felt a pang of fear. The thought of an audience with the Governor was something that could keep him awake at night. ‘We have to follow procedure, Vincent. Trying to clean up this mess without the Governor knowing could be the death of all of us.’ He sighed. ‘First though, let’s get that body down onto the tracks as planned.’
 



Chapter Ten: Revelation
 
Changing trains at the next station, the Tube Riders rode six stops out on the old District Line before dismounting at Kew Gardens, where the Underground still buzzed beneath the derelict national rail line above. No guard was on duty at the ticket gates, and they duly went out into the daylight, happy just to be out of the tunnels. They sat down to rest on the abandoned platform of the national rail line. Above them the rain had given way to a hazy blue sky, and a light wind ruffled their hair.
Marta walked over to the tracks, listening to the sound of traffic on a nearby bridge while on either side of the station abandoned residential buildings watched her silently. She breathed deeply, trying to still her thudding heart, trying to think of a plan, a way to get them all out of this mess. She felt the others looking to her to lead them, but she didn’t know that she had the skills to keep them all safe. Now that they were on the run as fugitives, someone had to stand up and take responsibility.
But why her?
She didn’t need the answer, because she already knew it. There was no one else suitable. Switch was too unstable, Simon had Jess to look after, and Paul didn’t have the mettle for it.
She sighed again, feeling that familiar lump in her throat that threatened to bring tears. Her parents had tried to look after her, and they would want her to be strong. ‘For you, Mum, Dad,’ she whispered. She reached up and tugged at two braids of her hair, as if the motion would balance out her thoughts.
A few feet away, Paul had taken off his t-shirt and was ripping it up into strips to make a bandage for Switch’s knife wound. It wasn’t more than skin deep but they would need antibiotics to prevent infection, and antibiotics were hard to find.
Behind her, Simon was comforting Jess. ‘You don’t understand!’ the girl gasped through sobs. ‘You don’t get it, Simon! They’re going to come after us!’
‘Just calm down,’ Simon told her. ‘It’s over now, we’ve got away. No one, not the Cross Jumpers nor those men in the tunnel, is going to find us now.’
‘You don’t understand! I know who he was!’
‘Who?’
‘The man they killed. The man who they shot. I know who he was…’ Jess buried her face in her sleeve. Simon tried to hug her to him but she pushed him away.
Marta crouched down beside her. ‘Who was it, Jess?’
‘Don’t worry about her, she’s just taking it hard–’
‘The ambassador. The ambassador from the European Confederation.’
Marta felt a knot in her stomach. ‘The ambassador?’
Jess looked up. Her eyes were red and her face was flushed and swollen. ‘I know because my dad told me. He works for the government. He showed me the story in the newspaper, and said the ambassador was coming to Mega Britain to discuss the reopening of trade routes. Dad said there was a chance Mega Britain would open up again to Europe, and these talks were the key.’ The modicum of control in her voice vanished. ‘And now he’s dead. They’ve killed him!’
‘Are you sure? Why?’
‘I don’t know. What I do know is that we saw him die. They’re going to come after us now.’
Paul had limped over. He was perhaps the only one of them who looked more exhausted than Marta felt. Switch was sitting down by the side of the platform, legs dangling over the edge. He didn’t look at them.
‘What’s she talking about?’ Paul said.
‘Jess says that we just witnessed the assassination of the European Confederation’s ambassador.’
‘Are you serious? Just think what might happen if we can get to the press!’ He pointed at the camera she held in her hands. ‘Did you get any photographs?’
Jess squeezed her eyes shut and turned away. Simon took the camera from her. ‘More than that,’ he said. ‘She had the video function running. She recorded the whole thing. It’s a bit difficult to see, but if you enhance the light on a computer you’ll be able to identify people.’
Paul looked like he wanted to ask to see it and then changed his mind. ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ he said, looking grim.
‘The press won’t be any good,’ Simon said. ‘The government owns all the newspapers.’
‘Then we distribute it in the underground.’
‘What would be the point? At best we’ll start an uprising and then the government will let out the Huntsmen to slaughter everyone.’ At mention of the Huntsmen, Switch’s head jerked up.
‘Or take it to Europe then. If we can get this video over to Europe, maybe the Confederation will intervene.’
Marta gave a bitter laugh. ‘And how do we do that?’ she said. ‘We can’t even get over the perimeter wall.’
Jess had managed to swallow down her sobs. She stood up. ‘How can we prove it’s real?’ she said. ‘It’s easy to doctor footage.’
‘A skilled technician could determine what’s fake and what’s not,’ Paul said. ‘I heard it’s easy if you know what to look for. Finding someone who could do it is the problem, though. Most people with that kind of skill work for the government.’
‘We’re dangerous to them,’ Jess said. ‘Which is why they’re going to come after us.’
‘Your father,’ Marta said. ‘Can he help us? Would he be on our side?’
Jess looked uncertain. ‘I don’t know what he does exactly, but he wants peace, I know that. And freedom. If we show him the footage, maybe he can help.’
‘Okay,’ Marta said. ‘We have a plan, then. First, we need to get Switch to a doctor. Afterwards, we’ll visit Jess’s father.’
‘What about the Cross Jumpers?’ Jess asked.
Marta gave a half smile. ‘I think all we have to do is keep one step ahead of them. They’re the least of our worries right now.’
As they picked up their things and headed off towards the station exit, she wondered just how much she believed it.
 



Chapter Eleven: Hunted
 
Leland Clayton took the elevator up to the Governor’s suites on Parliament Tower’s 50th Floor. The tallest building in Mega Britain, it stuck up like a blunt pencil out of the Docklands landscape, the area around it cleared some years ago of neighbouring buildings and other geographical features. The old office tower, once known as One Canada Square, no longer housed private companies. Now its sole function was as home to Mega Britain’s government. The old political centre in Westminster was now derelict and abandoned, infested with squatters and fought over by gangs.
Clayton stepped out of the elevator and moved to the nearest window. In a ring perhaps half a mile wide around the front of Parliament Tower were the most beautiful landscaped gardens you could hope to see, a manufactured Eden of wide lawns and wooded groves, clear ponds and splashing fountains. He saw movement down there too, the deer that wandered wild, the occasional bird flying from tree to tree.
Then around it was the guard wall with its constant patrols and anti-aircraft gun placements. He could see the gate he had entered by, a huge medieval-styled portcullis, inside which was an x-ray checkpoint and a garrison of security personnel. He had been subjected to far more rigorous checks than usual, a sign of the Governor’s growing paranoia.
Clayton sighed. He had his job and his work, but sometimes he wished for the old days too. Beyond the Parliament Tower enclosure London GUA stretched away, a grey, poverty-stricken wilderness where murder, rape, arson and violence were everyday occurrences. Even from here he could see the smoke and flames of numerous fires, and the flickering red lights of the few police cars which still had them working.
To the east, where the edge of the city was closest, he could see the main perimeter wall, rising a hundred and fifty feet into the air. He’d been through it on several occasions, out into the GFAs where there was almost no crime, and little of anything else beside overfed farming communities and holiday homes for those city folk rich enough to afford a permit. The world was the vision of the Governor, a man who had been in power as long as Clayton could remember; too long if he were honest with himself. Once, it had seemed to work: the segregation of communities and regions serving to focus people’s energy and creative abilities. The country had briefly prospered, but now things were falling apart as people began to understand just how much the government had stolen from them. There were rumours of rebellion even out in the GFAs, as the people demanded their lost toys: television, internet, magazines, free-speech newspapers. The Governor’s iron hand controlled everything and the threat of the Huntsmen was still enough to enforce his laws. But his hold was failing. Even Leland Clayton, who had spilt blood in the Governor’s name more times than he cared to remember, sometimes wondered if things wouldn’t be better if someone put a knife in the old man’s back.
Clayton hadn’t wanted to kill the ambassador nor witness the brutality he had allowed his men to dish out before the bullet finished him. The man had come with honourable intentions, and the order to stage his murder as an example of the problems faced by the Mega Britain government had struck Clayton as borderline madness. It had been an order, though, and Clayton always followed orders. Many men who’d started in the DCA alongside him were gone now. Clayton was still alive because he did what was asked of him without question. He might not like the order, but he certainly enjoyed being alive.
He went through into the Governor’s Secretarial Office. There were several office staff inside, writing reports, making phone calls. As always when he got this far his hands started to shake, and he felt a lump in his throat.
He went over to the desk nearest to a pair of closed double doors.
‘Madeline, is the Governor free to see me now?’
The woman behind the desk was maybe fifty, with grey streaks in her hair and glasses perched on her thin nose. Her eyes looked up over the rims, grey with hard-earned experience. He wondered how she could stand it, how she could work in the presence of such a man on a daily basis. He guessed that with time you could become desensitized to anything.
‘He’s expecting you, Mr. Clayton. Please go through.’
‘Thanks.’
He pushed through the doors. Beyond them was a long corridor with another door at the far end. A thin, grey carpet led him towards it. There were no windows, but on either side were framed photographs or portraits of every British Prime Minister going back to colonial times. As he walked towards the far door he saw many names he recognised: Disraeli, Churchill, Wilson, Thatcher, Blair, Michaels … the only one missing was the current Governor.
Some had reputations that outlasted them, while others were remembered for their failures. In life they were all different but here they all shared a common, bizarre theme.
Every single picture was hung upside down. As he walked, an army of chins followed him, while upside-down eyes stared up at the ceiling.
The Governor had been making a point: that everything that came before was beneath what stood now. Whether he agreed or not, Clayton wouldn’t pass comment to anyone. There were too many ears, always listening.
At the end of the corridor two guards wearing black and green checkered uniforms stood on either side of the door. Their heads were shaven clean and each had a thin pointed beard. Their eyes watched him as he approached; his own searched their clothing for the bumps that gave away hidden weapons. They were elite, he knew; he wouldn’t know about their weapons until he was dead. Even a raging Huntsman would have difficulty defeating a pair of the Governor’s Personal Guard.
‘I’m here to see the Governor,’ he said to them as he approached, but it was of no consequence; neither moved nor made any sign of acknowledgement. The Governor had kept some traditions of the old life, then. Before the internet was banned, Clayton had seen a video of Buckingham Palace before it had been burned and razed; he wished he’d had a chance to watch the guards change like so many people once had in the old days.
He paused a moment, then reached out and pushed through the door, half expecting one to reach out suddenly and take hold of his wrist. But nothing happened. They stayed in their positions, as still as the dead.
The door opened on to a darkened lobby. A dim standing lamp on a table in the corner was all that lit the room. Clayton could smell the soft aroma of jasmine incense, while through a door standing ajar into another room floated the delicate piano sound of lounge jazz.
‘Sir?’ Clayton took a few steps towards the inner room. Around him, framed art classics hung from the black walls, Cezanne, Monet, Picasso, each illuminated by their own individual spotlight.
‘In here,’ rumbled a voice as dark as chocolate. Clayton went through the door into a plush room, part office, part lounge. Thick black leather sofas made a circle around a lacquered coffee table, while along the sides of the room deep bookshelves held a huge personal library. The entire south side of the room was a single enormous tinted window, revealing the world outside in a shade of sepia.
Maxim Cale, the Governor of Mega Britain, was standing by the window. He wore a black suit, and was gazing out of the window towards the crumbling remains of London city centre.
The man didn’t turn. ‘Thank you for coming,’ he said.
Clayton moved a few tentative steps closer.
‘I understand there was … a problem.’
Clayton’s hands were shaking. He held them in front of him, the left holding on to the right, trying to steady himself.
‘We did as was ordered, sir. The ambassador has been ... martyred, and his death ... rearranged as an act of revolutionary terrorism.’
‘You were ordered to do it with utmost secrecy.’
Clayton had gutted children in front of their parents without breaking a sweat, but now his lower lip trembled. ‘What happened could not have been anticipated, sir. To be disturbed by those … kids, was something that–’
‘–has put us under threat of war, of invasion. Is that what you want for our country, Mr. Clayton?’
The Governor turned from the window, and Clayton swallowed the fear he always felt when looking on that terrible face.
The Governor was of African origin: thick lips, strong skin, big eyes and tightly curled hair cropped short. What set him apart was his albinism, so extreme as to leave his skin as white as sun-dried bone. Whether natural or engineered, Clayton didn’t know, but in the centre of that face, eyes the deep crimson of fresh wounds stared out.
The day he had first met the Governor, while still a junior official, he had been sick in a washroom afterwards, and woke up that night with his face caked with the salt of dried tears, his bed soaked with sweat. And it hadn’t improved as time went on; he still had nightmares about this man, even though he’d been among the highest ranks of the Department of Civil Affairs for more than a decade. The Governor, the man who controlled everything from behind a façade of democracy, was a fearsome man. You didn’t disappoint him, and you didn’t cross him.
‘No ... of course not,’ Clayton stammered in response to the Governor’s question. ‘It was due to unforeseen circumstances. But I assure you, our best people are on the streets now.’
‘Your first officer – Mr. Vincent – called my office earlier. He said these kids are famous. That they were part of some gang?’
Clayton groaned inwardly. It was typical of Vincent to step in ahead of him with the Governor. Vincent ranked below him and was constantly fishing for promotion; if Clayton had his way, people would be fishing for him – in the Thames.
‘Well, it appears so,’ Clayton muttered. ‘We saw how they escaped. They hung from the side of the train as it went into the tunnel. We believe that these kids or others of their kind are behind the rumours of the, um, Tube Riders.’
The Governor smiled. ‘Ah, yes. Even I have heard the stories. So, you were discovered by chance by this gang, and they witnessed your martyring of the ambassador?’
‘Unfortunately–’
‘Yes or no?’
‘Yes, sir. And–’ Clayton could barely bring himself to say the next words. ‘We suspect they may have been in possession of a recording device. A digital camera.’
The Governor’s face tensed so slightly as to be almost unnoticeable, but in that moment Clayton felt a flash of white heat cross his face and felt that same sudden incomparable terror he had once felt when a fugitive had pulled a gun on him. Clayton had fired first on that occasion, but he could still remember seeing the darkness inside the barrel like a tunnel into Hell. This time, he knew he would get no chance to fire first.
‘Well. That is … unfortunate. You say your best agents are now looking for these Tube Riders?’
‘That’s correct, sir.’
‘And what is the likelihood of these Tube Riders being caught and … silenced … before they can get this information into dangerous hands?’
‘I would say very high, sir.’ Though he wasn’t sure he believed it.
‘Mr. Clayton, you live in London, I believe.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘So you know what it is like to live here?’
‘Sir…?’
‘You know about the violence and the riots. You know about the problems we have in London, while in other parts of the country things are working like, how to say? Clockwork.’ The Governor lifted a pearl white hand and ran it through his hair, the milky curls bouncing back into shape as it passed. ‘To be honest with you, Mr. Clayton, London GUA is close to becoming a lost cause. Our electrical generation is performed near entirely in the Scottish wind farms, our gas is still produced in the North Sea ... most major manufacturing has been moved to the Bristol and Birmingham GUAs. London isn’t policed with the quality and efficiency with which it should be, and the funds don’t exist to improve it. London is waiting to implode on itself, and unfortunately the people feel it too. The city is a mess, a turgid swamp of human detritus, churned up, mixing in on itself and ...’ The Governor paused, appearing to get caught on his words. He coughed slightly, and then continued. ‘So, within that chaos, you think your agents can find these people quickly enough to prevent outsiders hearing about this or seeing this potential footage? The terrorism funding aid we could have pushed for from the EC is in jeopardy.’ He flapped his hands. ‘If they find out we killed their man, they could mobilize themselves for war, and our space program, our military ... we can crush a revolution from within, but we don’t have nearly the strength to stand against the entire European Confederation.’
‘Don’t worry sir–’
‘There are a million places out there a mouse can hide. And a homeless mouse, always on the move…’ The Governor smiled, almost sadistically. ‘You have no chance.’
‘I assure you–’
‘Never assure me!’ the Governor roared, slamming both hands against the window with a resounding plastic thud. ‘Never, ever assure me of anything you can not prove!’
Clayton took a step back. The whole room vibrated around him. Paintings tapped against the walls, and expensive vases shuddered on their glass shelves. Clayton wiped the sweat from his hands onto his trousers. This could end badly, he knew. But, he promised himself, if the Governor called for the Personal Guard, or worse, closed the door to leave them both alone … he would go down fighting. He would die with blood on his clenched fists.
The Governor was breathing hard, hands still pressed against the window. Little rings of condensation had formed around them.
Clayton, who’d survived similar outbursts before, knew the only course of action was to relent, admit his failings, and allow the Governor the authority to suggest a better answer.
‘What do you suggest, sir?’
‘I think we both know there is only one way to catch these people before they have time to cause harm. We must deploy the Huntsmen.’
Clayton gasped despite himself. The idea was madness. The Huntsmen were near uncontrollable and the Governor knew it.
‘Sir … if I may suggest, that might be a little unwise…’
‘And why is that?’
‘The Huntsmen have been out of service a long time–’
‘There are newer models. Our laboratories are always improving their capabilities. Dr. Karmski has assured me that the newest Huntsmen are the best yet.’
‘They’re untested.’
The Governor’s face tilted sideways, and Clayton saw the back of a smile. ‘Then now is the perfect time.’
‘Sir, the Huntsmen, are … unpredictable. Innocent people could die.’
The Governor scoffed. ‘Out in that slum of a city there are very few innocents left, as I’m sure you’re aware.’
‘Sir–’
The Governor turned from the window. In the dim light those glowing eyes were dark, like coals. Clayton felt his back tense, his toes curl.
‘You have served me a long time, haven’t you, Mr. Clayton?’
‘Yes, sir.’
The Governor nodded. His rumbling, thunderous voice dropped. ‘You have a good record. I would hate for your memory to be soiled, Mr. Clayton.’
Clayton’s jaw tightened. ‘Of course not.’
‘Then don’t jeopardize your life by disobeying me. You will send the Huntsmen to clear up this matter.’
Clayton nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘Good.’ The Governor turned back to the window. ‘Now get out of my office and do not return until these Tube Riders are dead.’



Chapter Twelve: Help
 
The Tube Riders made their way out of the old Kew Gardens station. Simon and Paul helped Switch to walk while Marta and Jess carried the clawboards. The roads were quiet, but from time to time they passed other people, young and old alike who gave them barely a second glance. They were faceless unless they had worth, and signs of fighting, like Switch’s injury, made people avoid them even more.
‘It hurts,’ Switch muttered.
‘How far is it to where this friend of yours lives?’ Marta asked Paul.
‘Out past Richmond, so we need to catch a bus. It’s too far to walk.’
They found a stop not far from the station on Sandycombe Road, but the street was quiet and they were waiting almost quarter of an hour before the next bus came. By that time they were edgy and uncertain, glancing over their shoulders as though the Cross Jumpers or the DCA would appear at any moment.
‘It’s a damn good job it isn’t serious,’ Switch muttered as they finally climbed on board, going up the stairs to the top where they sat near the front, looking out through cracked, dirty windows at the city as they passed. The bus had the road pretty much to itself because the traffic out in the suburbs was nowhere near as busy as Marta remembered from her childhood. There were still cars, of course, but their numbers had dwindled over the years. Both petrol and bio-fuel were expensive and rare, these days used almost exclusively by the rich or for government-run buses and trains. As the bus rumbled along the street, abandoned, stripped-down cars lined both sides, long ago dragged out of the middle of the road and dumped on the pavement by the government’s clearing crews.
Marta remembered the time years back when horses had been a common sight, bred, apparently, in huge farms north-east of the capital, another madcap plan to solve the growing transport crisis. To a ten-year-old, the city had started to remind her of the Medieval Britain of picture books, and sometimes she’d imagined she was a princess as she looked out from her bedroom window, waiting for a prince to rescue her. Only years later, after the GFAs had been totally closed off and the supply had fallen away, did Marta learn that for many years horsemeat had been a savored delicacy amongst the lowest classes.
‘I can’t believe we had to cross jump,’ Switch said with a smirk. ‘I need a shower now. I feel dirty.’
Simon smiled. ‘Me too.’
‘It’s not so difficult,’ Paul said. ‘Doesn’t have much fun to it, though, don’t you think?’
‘You make it or you don’t,’ Simon said. ‘That’s it.’
‘You know, they choose their leader by whoever makes the shortest jump,’ Switch said.
Marta frowned. ‘How do you know that? Is there something you aren’t telling us? You’re a turncoat as well as an asshole?’
He shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. I keep my ear to the ground. I overheard a group of guys once. I think one of them was a Cross Jumper, but I didn’t hear his name. It was probably “cocksucker”, or something like that. Whatever, I doubt anyone’s ever come close enough to have their shoe taken off. Makes me their new leader. That’s kind of cool. First thing I’d do is tell the bastards to fuck off and get a decent hobby, but I think I’d rather have my shoe back.’
‘You were lucky,’ Marta agreed. ‘Do you have others?’
‘Paul can steal me some.’
‘Yeah, I’ll just pop out while you’re in the doctor’s.’
‘Thanks, knew I could count on you. I’m size eight.’
‘Eight? That’s a girl’s size, isn’t it?’
Marta punched Simon’s arm. ‘I’m not size eight! And I bet Jess isn’t either!’ She turned to the other girl, who was sitting by the window, her head leaning against it, eyes on the road outside. ‘Jess?’
Jess sighed and looked up. She had tears in her eyes and her cheeks were red. ‘Is everything such a joke?’ She sat up and twisted around to face them. ‘We just watched two men die. If that wasn’t bad enough, we’re now fugitives. This may be fun for you guys, but it really isn’t much fun at all for me.’ She looked away again.
Marta opened her mouth to speak but Switch got in first. ‘Look here, Polly Pocket, you didn’t just get a knife in your back. If I hadn’t done what I did you might be lying face down right now.’
‘That’s enough, Switch.’
‘No, it’s not, Simon. I ain’t the fucking villain here. I was happily going about my business when someone decides they want to bash me up. It’s a dog eat dog world, Daddy’s girl.’
‘Shut up, you pig!’ Jess shouted. She aimed a punch at Switch but Marta got in the way and held her back.
‘Okay, that’s enough.’
Switch’s hand came up and the blade appeared in his fingers. ‘You wanna know what it feels like to get a knife stuck in you, ask me any time.’
‘Shut up now–’
Switch rolled his eyes. ‘Sit your ass down, Simon. Paul would have a better chance than you.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Take a guess.’
Jess was crying again, Marta trying to comfort her. She glared at the three of them as they faced off.
Paul stared at Switch for a few seconds. Then, his mouth creasing into a barely perceptible smile, he muttered, ‘Cock-eyed asshole.’
For a moment Switch tensed, then the knife hand fell away and a small smile broke his face. ‘I see better with one than you do with two, specster,’ he said.
‘Sod off.’ Paul pushed the glasses up his nose. Simon had a smile on his face.
‘When exactly do we have to get off, Paul?’ Marta broke in.
‘Shit, now!’ Paul said, standing up. ‘Quick, next stop!’
They crowded down the stairs. Simon tried to take Jess’s hand but she pushed him away. ‘Just leave me alone a while,’ she said.
Marta paid their fares and they jumped out on to the street in front of a boarded-up coffee shop with Rebecca Hilton’s Star-fucks! followed by a phone number written across the metal shutter in pink graffiti and encircled with a left-leaning heart symbol. Across the street, an altercation had broken out between a group of tramps, with knives being waved about amidst shouting and pushing. Marta watched them warily as she ushered the others up the street.
‘Okay,’ Paul said. ‘It’s not too far. A couple more streets on we have to turn left.’
Just at that moment a huge bang sounded in the distance, like a car misfiring but loud and powerful enough to cause the ground below their feet to tremble. A moment later there was another smaller bang.
‘What was that?’ Paul said. ‘A bomb?’
‘Sounded like it,’ Marta replied.
‘Terrorists?’
‘Could just have been a car blowing up,’ Simon said. ‘I guess we’ll have to wait and find out.’
They started on. Within a few minutes they heard sirens in the distance but none heading their way.
‘If nothing else,’ it might draw a little attention away from us,’ Marta said. ‘Assuming we’re being searched for.’
‘We are,’ Jess said sullenly. ‘Of course we are.’
‘This way,’ Paul said.
He led them up some steps to a Georgian terraced house with a blue door, now scratched and chipped. More graffiti adorned the walls and the gate at the front. Paul knocked on the door.
‘Are you sure this guy can help us?’ Simon said. ‘I feel a little exposed up here.’ He turned and looked down at the road below.
‘If he’s in,’ Paul said. ‘I haven’t been here in years, but my father used to bring me here when I got sick as a child. Don’t worry. Frank operates under the law. We have no worries there.’
Behind the door, they heard the sound of someone descending a flight of stairs. Then a little grate opened about halfway up the door. They saw movement behind it. A thin, reedy voice said: ‘Who is it? What the hell you want?’
‘It’s the mailman,’ Paul said, grinning.
‘I don’t want any mail. Sod off.’ The little grate slammed shut.
Paul pounded the door. ‘Frank, wait! It’s Paul. I was joking!’
The little grate opened again. ‘Ha, I know. So was I.’
The door swung open, revealing a tiny man of advanced years, no more than four feet high. Even from a couple of steps down they towered over him.
His wrinkled face broke into a wide smile. ‘It’s good to see you again, Paul,’ he said. ‘You’ve grown. Outwards, particularly.’
Paul smiled. ‘You haven’t.’
Frank glanced at each of them in turn before his gaze returned to the blood on Switch’s hands and shirt.
‘You’re in need of a doctor, I take it.’
‘He got knifed,’ Paul said.
‘It was a fucking throwing knife. I practically got impaled on a train.’
‘You got money?’
Paul raised an eyebrow at the others. ‘Yes, of course,’ he said.
‘Well come on in then.’ Frank stepped back and they filed into a thin hallway. The old man closed the door and pulled across several deadbolts. He pointed towards a door at the end of the hall. ‘That way to the surgery.’
‘Frank is a doctor,’ Paul explained to the others as they went through. He worked for a private health company, but when the company got dissolved the government wouldn’t pay him the same salary, so he went black market.’
‘Glad to hear it,’ Marta said. They couldn’t afford a real doctor, assuming they even got to the front of the queue before Switch bled to death. She hoped this friend of Paul’s was joking about money too. She doubted they had more than a handful of change left between them.
‘Still collecting, I see,’ Paul said.
Frank grinned, revealing chipped and blackened teeth. ‘Always,’ he said. ‘You never know when something in one of these shit heaps might come in handy.’
In the hallway, junk filled every available space. Books and stacks of newspapers balanced precariously on top of half-complete bicycles, shadeless lamps, dismantled tables, numerous kitchen appliances and at least half a dozen old stereo players. Frank was stockpiling for something, but Marta couldn’t imagine that this junkyard was worth much. Her eyes widened in surprise at the sight of piles of old teddy bears, cups and saucers spilling out of the open doors of old microwaves. Simon also looked amazed. Only Jess, who knew more about wealth than the others, and Switch, who was injured, seemed unconcerned by Frank’s thrift shop storeroom of a home.
But in the back room, the ‘surgery’ was a stark contrast. Clinically white and scrubbed clean with an examination table in the centre of the room, it was like going into another world.
The others stood around while Frank examined Switch. With his bloody t-shirt off and the wound wiped down, Marta was relieved the blood had made it look worse than it was. A thin cut about two inches long clung to the side of his hip, a little wider at the top than the bottom.
‘I fucking twisted on it and pushed it in deeper,’ Switch said, as way of explanation.
‘You were lucky,’ Frank said, prodding it with a surgical instrument. It went in through the fat on your lower back and got stuck in the muscle here,’ he said, prodding Switch’s side and making him wince. ‘It was a small knife, I take it?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You pulled it out yourself?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You still got it?’
‘In my one remaining shoe.’ He kicked it off and held it up.
Marta smiled in spite of herself. Typical Switch.
Frank plucked it out and held it up to the light. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Thrower. Proper one, too.’
‘You wanna buy it?’
Frank smiled. He looked around at the others. ‘Well, I’m guessing Paul said you had money just to get you in the door. ‘I’ll trade it for stitching you up.’
‘Done.’
Frank got to work cleaning the wound. Switch yelped in pain as he dabbed at the exposed flesh with antiseptic, but the only thing he could offer to numb the pain was a shot of some cheap homebrewed whiskey.
‘I don’t know what’s worse, the pain or this piss,’ Switch growled, gulping it down. Simon, who took an experimental swig after him, couldn’t testify to the pain but had to agree the taste was pretty bad.
‘I could put you under, but I don’t think you’ve got enough of those knives to pay me for it,’ Frank said. ‘And plus, by the look of you kids, I’d say you want this chump on his feet pretty soon.’
Their silence was affirmation.
Frank sewed Switch up, dressed the injury and gave him some antibiotics to keep it free of infection. ‘Do not lose these,’ he said. ‘Take one a day, and do not forget. If it starts to itch, or pus starts to come out of the wound, double up for a day. It should seal itself over in a week, and then you’re safe. Until then, take care. If it gets infected and you can’t get to a doctor, well, you’re fucked.’ Frank cackled. Marta couldn’t tell how serious he was.
Switch climbed down from the table. ‘Thanks old man, I owe you one.’
Frank raised an eyebrow. ‘Many people say that, few deliver.’
‘Well, one day I might.’
‘I hope so. Take it easy, kid.’
‘And you.’
Switch followed Simon and Jess out into the hall. Frank turned to Paul. ‘How’s your brother?’
Paul shrugged. ‘Still there. Starting to raise hell.’
Frank nodded. ‘Good, good. Keep him alive, he’ll be leading the revolution one day.’ He patted Paul’s shoulder and started to laugh again.
‘Thank you for your help,’ Marta said to Frank in the doorway.
‘No problem, young lady,’ he said. ‘I just suggest that whatever you were doing for that to happen you try to avoid it in the future.’
‘We’ll try,’ Marta said. ‘If only it was that easy.’
Frank gazed off into the distance. His eyes grew suddenly wistful. ‘Don’t give up on this country just yet,’ he said. ‘Keep your heads down, one day them dark clouds are gonna clear.’
‘We hope so,’ Marta said.
Frank nodded. He looked at Switch. ‘You. Come here.’
Switch sauntered closer. ‘Yeah, what?’
Before Marta could blink, Frank’s hand had gone to Switch’s throat, the throwing knife held there, hard against the skin. Switch’s good eye went wide. There was a collective intake of breath, and then Frank gave a gap-toothed smile and cackled a laugh. He dropped his hand. ‘You’ll need this metal more than I will, I think,’ he said, holding out the knife, handle first. ‘A present from an old man.’
Switch took the offered knife and tucked it under his shirt, his composure once more unruffled. ‘Thanks. I don’t suppose you have any spare shoes around?’
Frank pouted. ‘I doubt we’re the same size, kid.’ He looked around at the others. ‘Now, if I can give you kids some advice, stay on your guard. Don’t trust anyone.’ He cocked his head and flashed a smile. ‘Except me.’
With that he nodded goodbye and went back inside. The door slammed behind them without sentiment, and several latches thudded back across.
‘On our own again,’ Paul said. ‘Right, let’s go.’
As they headed down the steps back to the street, Marta heard Switch muttering in front of her, ‘Damn, must be getting slow…’



Chapter Thirteen: Lab
 
The DCA car stopped outside the warehouse and Clayton got out. He barked a quick order at the driver who turned the car around and sped away, leaving Clayton standing in the street. Around him the air had chilled. The wind maintained a wintry howl that it lacked in other, busier parts of London. Across from him a stand of trees swayed, their branches pressing against a chain-link fence, causing it to creak and groan.
The road was empty. A drink can lay by the curb, half the red label scratched off. The old warehouse rose behind him, a grey box, unmarked, unnamed. Clayton watched it warily and was pretty sure that somewhere hidden up on that plain grey building a camera or two watched him back.
Inside, he knew, was where nightmares began. He’d been free of them a while, but now his turn had come again.
He walked down an overgrown driveway to the building’s entrance, a small metal door which showed signs of attempted forced entry: scratches near the hinges, grazes on the large, reinforced steel chain padlock that held it shut.
If only they knew what was inside, Clayton felt those prospective burglars would not have come within a mile of the place.
He stopped within a few feet of the door. He made no attempt to open it, nor knock on it. Instead, he looked up at a tiny spyhole in the corrugated wall a few feet above the door.
‘It’s Clayton,’ he said. ‘Code 3715J. You’re expecting me. Let me in.’
A sudden rumbling sound made Clayton step back a few feet. The whole building shook, then an entire section of the wall detached itself from the building and swung up to reveal a white-tiled corridor about ten feet wide, gradually descending into darkness. The padlocked door was just a decoy; nothing but concrete lay behind it, part of another door eight inches thick. Inside this unmarked, unnamed building was what remained of Mega Britain’s high technology. No one on the outside knew everything that it housed, certainly not Clayton, and he doubted that even the Governor knew all its despicable secrets. The place was quite literally a production line of misery masquerading as science.
He went inside and the door swung shut behind him. Inside the air was cool, fresh, air-conditioned. Artificial strip-lighting flicked on to illuminate his way and behind the smooth walls he could hear the hum of generators. He shivered and moved on downwards, towards an elevator that waited at the end.
He took the elevator down to floor 15B. The entire research complex was underground. Down here were numerous government agencies, everything from medical research to torture chambers. Clayton had been to the former a number of times, the latter only once, and as an observer. Even now, some years later and after everything he’d done, the memory still made him sick.
As the elevator opened, a sign welcomed him to the Mega Britain Security Research Program.
He sighed under his breath. The MBSRP was yet another over-funded department of an under-funded country.
He walked through into a reception area. A few grim men and women in lab coats strode back and forth, on errands he could only guess at. Most ignored him, but one man was watching him intently, waiting.
‘Mr. Clayton.’
‘Dr. Karmski.’ You nasty little bastard. Clayton nodded a reluctant greeting to the blond man. Karmski was in his middle forties, but his pallid skin showed few signs of aging. Clayton considered it both a result of Karmski’s mole-like existence and from self-experimenting with his own research projects.
‘I trust you found your way without difficulty? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.’
‘Not nearly long enough,’ Clayton replied, to which Karmski smiled. ‘This way,’ he said.
As Karmski led Clayton deeper into the facility, Clayton said: ‘You know why I’m here, of course.’
Karmski nodded. ‘What you have ordered is … unwise.’
‘It is a matter of national security.’
Karmski held up his hands. ‘Oh, don’t think for a minute I plan to disobey you.’ He raised one eyebrow and tapped his nose in a way that made Clayton want to lay him out cold. ‘No skin off my pecker,’ Karmski said, and uttered a bird chatter laugh. ‘After all, down here I’m quite safe.’
‘The orders are from the top.’
‘Of course they are. No one else is insane enough to let out the Huntsmen.’
Clayton’s breath caught. Were Karmski’s words to be reported, he’d be killed. ‘That’s treason,’ Clayton said.
Karmski smiled. ‘Like I say, I fully intend to comply with the order. But off the record, fuck you, Leland Clayton.’ His beady little eyes were dark and soulless. ‘With my brain I’m more immune than you are.’ Karmski rubbed his hands together. ‘Hmmm. I’m quite looking forward to the results, actually.’
Clayton promised himself he’d put a bullet in the man’s back one day. He said, ‘Are they prepared?’
Karmski laughed. ‘As well as they can be, I suppose. Come this way.’
They went down a flight of stairs and through a heavy metal door reminiscent of an airlock. Behind the door, plain stone tunnels replaced the manicured corridors of the facility’s upper levels. Armed guards patrolled beneath thin strip-lighting wedged into cracks in the walls. Clayton felt like he’d stepped into the middle of an archaeological excavation.
‘Are we near?’
Karmski just smiled. ‘Nervous?’
‘Aren’t you?’
Karmski cocked his head. ‘Like any man who handles an exotic pet … familiarity eventually overcomes fear.’ He stopped. ‘Through this door.’ He pulled it open and stepped back. ‘After you, Mr. Clayton.’
Clayton glared at Karmski and went through. On the other side the door, he found himself on a circular balcony overlooking what looked like a small gladiatorial arena, complete with straw-covered floor and metal rings in the walls to hold chains. From inside the pit, high stone walls allowed no escape, and only shadows cast by the poor lighting allowed cover.
Karmski put a hand on Clayton’s shoulder, making the other man jump. ‘Jesus Christ, don’t do that.’
‘Behold, my children.’ Karmski waved an expansive hand towards the pit.
‘Where–?’ Clayton began, but he’d seen them. Each of them standing nose-close to the perimeter wall, cowled heads bent forward, snouts just showing as pointed lumps of shadow. From fifteen feet above them it was difficult to see how big they were, but Clayton estimated they were closer to seven than six feet tall. They were lithely built, but he knew their strength and agility, altered both by genetic and biotechnological means too advanced for him to begin to comprehend, made him weaker than a small child in comparison.
The greatest and the worst achievement of the last surge of technological advancement were now barely sustainable in this staling age. What had begun as the development of the ultimate war machine had ended up as this: a handful of barely controllable, psychotic super-tracking monsters, their fragile internal setups corroding more as each day passed. But for now they were still fearsome.
Infused with the mind of a man, the tracking ability of a bloodhound, and the physical strength of a cyborg, here they were. Mega Britain’s ultimate invention: the Huntsmen.
Clayton leaned over the pit, terrified but as ever fascinated by them. He counted twelve in all, but he knew there were more, locked away in cells further underground. This was what Karmski called the exercise yard, but no matter how long they stayed on the dirty sand and straw of the pit, they didn’t move from the walls; dark, twisted wraiths wanting only to get out.
A drop of sweat beaded on his forehead and dropped into the pit.
‘Daaaaaaaaaaayaaaaaaaa!’
The nearest Huntsman howled like a dying animal and leapt at him, jumping higher than any man should, frothing, rabid jaws snapping towards his face. Even as it dropped back to the floor, having got no closer than five or six feet, Clayton staggered backwards into the wall, mouth dropping open, hands unable to support him. He slipped and tumbled to the ground, a low moan coming from his throat. His eyes rolled and he felt an uncomfortable warmth in his groin area. He would have lost consciousness if Karmski hadn’t slapped him hard across the face.
Recovering his composure, Clayton pushed himself up against the wall, eyes darting about.
‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ The scientist grinned into his face. ‘Oh dear!’ Karmski wrinkled his nose. ‘Had a little accident, did you, Mr. Clayton?’
‘Get me out of here,’ Clayton growled.
Karmski called forward a couple of guards and they helped Clayton to his feet. Back in the pit he heard the snarling of one of the Huntsmen, the hideous scrape of its clawed hands scratching at the pit walls.
Clayton excused himself and a guard showed him to a crude bathroom. After he’d cleaned himself up under a single hanging bulb, he stared at himself in the mirror above a dirty sink. He was dismayed at how different sanitary standards were down in these lower levels, but they were the least of his worries. It was madness to let those beasts out on to the streets. If one of them got loose the slaughter could be unimaginable, but within hours they would be in his charge.
Back out in the corridor, Karmski said, ‘I apologize for Craul’s behavior. I’m afraid you upset him.’
‘Fuck, Karmski, you have names for those monsters?’
The doctor rubbed his hands together. ‘Well, you don’t leave a litter of kittens unnamed, do you? And they are at least partly human.’
Clayton just shook his head in disbelief.
‘We have handlers for them, you know,’ Karmski said. ‘The Huntsman can be restrained using various means, until of course they have the scent. Then, in order to get the job done, we release them.’ He smiled. ‘They are capable of following orders, but how closely they stick to them is uncertain. They tend to become … how would you say? Incensed … by certain situations.’
‘How many of those vile things do you have?’
‘Currently, in an operational condition, almost one hundred. We have countless others in various states of, um, repair, as well as a number of other prototypes in various stages of development. Some, my dear Mr. Clayton, would astound you.’
Clayton sighed. ‘We have five targets. They may or may not be closely related and they may or may not try to run. We have a starting point for their scent, an abandoned Underground station. As we speak I have DCA agents moving back along the rail line to find out which station they came from. That should give us all the scent we need. Now, tell me, can we make it clear to those monsters who we want dead and who we don’t?’
Karmski grinned, and Clayton’s blood chilled. ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘We can instruct them which scents to chase, but once we set them free they will eliminate anyone they feel is a threat. Anyone harboring the quarry, anyone assisting them in any way…’
‘Good God, Karmski, what is it you’ve created down here?’
‘The Huntsmen were designed as ground infantry. To be dropped behind enemy lines with the orders to wreak destruction on all the enemy they encountered. They were designed to hunt and kill until death.’
‘They have weapons?’
‘Of course. Physical and mechanical.’
‘Guns?’
‘We prefer something a little more … classical. We give them crossbows.’
Clayton raised an eyebrow. ‘Why the fuck do you give them crossbows?’
‘Let’s just say that if you give them automatic weapons the death toll could match a small war.’
Clayton shook his head. ‘This is madness.’
Karmski flashed his eyes. ‘When do you want them released?’
Clayton took a deep breath. ‘Immediately.’
Karmski smiled. ‘As you wish.’ He pulled a radio from his belt and barked an order into it with a sharpness of tone that surprised Clayton. A moment after he put the radio back on his belt there was a cacophony of noise from behind the door. Clayton flinched.
‘Don’t worry, they’re just being brought in from the exercise yard. They’ll be briefly sedated, then implanted with newer tracking chips and given their orders.’
‘Can you imagine what would happen if one of those things escaped?’
Karmski shrugged. ‘Oh, sometimes they do. We usually recapture or eliminate them pretty quickly. They don’t get far when they leave such a wide trail.’
‘Good God.’
‘That’s what happens when the government cuts security spending.’ He grinned. ‘Still, none have got out for a couple of years.’
‘That recently?’
Karmski cocked his head. ‘The one that escaped was safe, though. Not fully integrated, still mostly human.’
‘Should I be relieved to hear that?’
‘It won’t matter to you, Mr. Clayton. For the next few days at least, you’re going to be much closer to the Huntsmen than me.’ Karmski grinned. His teeth gleamed. ‘Enjoy.’
‘I swear, Karmski, that one day I’ll gut you like a stray dog,’ Clayton said through gritted teeth.
Karmski gave a shrill laugh. ‘Oh Mr. Clayton, you’re going to have such fun with my babies. Make sure you send a postcard, won’t you?’
 



Chapter Fourteen: Trail
 
The scent of the girl and her boyfriend were easy to pick up, once Dreggo had differentiated them from the others. Her heightened sense of smell was good enough to follow a trail as fresh as a couple of days old. The girl was easy to distinguish because she had been wearing a light perfume, but it was necessary for Dreggo to head up the stairs to work out which of the men’s scents was her pretty boy boyfriend.
At first they were all mixed together, but once they reached the station entrance, the couple’s trails separated off from the others, and Dreggo could easily pick them up.
It was a slow, arduous business. The area wasn’t busy, but every person who had passed in the last hour or more had left a fresh scent trail. Some were stronger than others; cheap perfume, thick sweat, dirty water, feces, or blood. Following by body smell alone was difficult, but at least she was tracking two people, not one.
She followed for a mile or so, crossing a couple of streets, when abruptly the trail went dead. She knelt down and leaned close to the ground, trying to pick it up. A few feet in either direction offered nothing. Then, she saw it: tagged to a nearby lamp post was a rusty metal sign advertising a bus stop.
‘Damn it.’ She kicked at the ground. If they’d taken a bus, there was no way she could track them; she’d have to find another way. She looked up at the sign, looking for the bus numbers that stopped here, wondering if she could guess from their destinations where they might have gone. The sign was empty, useful only to someone who already knew the routes the buses took.
It was futile. They could be anywhere.
Dreggo cursed again, turning around on her heels in despair. She’d have to go back to her original plan, which was to track them down the traditional way: find out who they were, where they hung out, who they were friends with. But that could take days, and she wanted revenge now. What little life she’d had as leader of the Cross Jumpers was gone, and her hatred for the Tube Riders was growing like a cancer fused into her soul.
They wouldn’t be back, she knew, the Cross Jumpers. They might form again in small gangs from time to time to practice their dangerous hobby, but their unity had been undermined, and that was her fault. She had thought they wanted the same as she did, the urban legend, the infamy, but with the exception of Maul and a handful of others they were just cowardly street kids looking for a way to pass the time. It had been fun until too much blood was shed.
I should have known better.
Dreggo wanted to blame herself but that was mental suicide, and she had blamed too much on herself already. The abuse, the suffering, the violence, the rapes; for years she had shouldered the blame.
Not this time. The Tube Riders had caused this. And the only way to restore her pride and build the infamy for herself that she wanted was to track them down and kill them, one after another.
‘…orders…’
Dreggo jumped. She looked around, searching for the source of the word, faint, almost indistinct. There was no one behind her, no one anywhere near. Then she heard another sound, a buzzing sensation like a radio stuck between stations, the crackling of static.
The sound was inside her head. She felt suddenly uncomfortable, as though plumes of blood were pressing against the inside of her skull, and she pushed her hands against her forehead as though to stop her brain from bursting out.
The buzzing paused for a moment and then began again, louder. She heard more words, faint and indistinct. At first she thought she was going mad, and then memories of another horrible chapter in her life began to resurface, a time she had been held captive underground, a prisoner of the government, used as a test dummy for experiments. From those dark days she remembered little other than fear, pain, and suffering, but her skills had come from that time, too: her strength, her tracking ability, her ability to jump higher or run faster than any normal human, her ability to sense fear or danger just from breathing in the air.
She sat down by the side of the road as the buzzing got louder. She had no choice but to listen as the words became clearer, but she squeezed her eyes shut anyway, trying to push them out, waiting for them to end.
‘…orders … five people … two women … three … all die … known as … Tube Riders…’
Her eyes flicked open. Dreggo began to listen. I know you. Huntsmen …
So, they were loose again. And they were hunting the Tube Riders? It hardly seemed possible. What could those fools have done to have the Huntsmen set loose on them?
Dreggo didn’t know and didn’t care to know. What it did mean was that her dead end had suddenly opened up again and she had another trail to follow. Maybe the nightmares from her past could help her settle her own score.
Despite the growing nausea she felt, Dreggo smiled.
 



Chapter Fifteen: Scent
 
Clayton hung back at the rear as the group of handlers led the muzzled Huntsmen down into what had once been St. Cannerwells London Underground station. One hand rested on the butt of his gun, in a holster at his right hip. The creatures were surprisingly sedate as the men led them along, walking upright like respectful prisoners with their heads bowed, their faces invisible beneath their cowls. Unseen metal collars encircled the Huntsmen’s necks beneath their robes, with a thin chain that reminded Clayton of an overlong watch strap leading back to a loop that each handler held as they walked about ten feet in front of their respective charges. The five handlers, one for each of the creatures, wore metal face protectors, thick bulletproof jackets and padded leg wear. It wasn’t bullets that they feared, though, Clayton knew. It was ripping, tearing claws.
So far, everything had gone to plan, even though sitting in the back of the DCA’s van with them had been perhaps the most terrifying experience of Clayton’s life.
‘They won’t move,’ the head handler, a man called Jakob, had told him. He had indicated a button on the loop of the leash he held. ‘See this? The dog moves and I shock him. These give electric shocks strong enough to render an elephant a gibbering wreck. They won’t move because they’ve all been given a demonstration of what it feels like. The part of the brain that still contains human thoughts and cognitive processes understands how much it’ll hurt if they try anything. But –’ and here Jakob gave a devilish grin, ‘– if I let go of this leash for just one second, that dog’ll tear us all apart before you can even think about getting your gun.’
Vincent, sitting beside Clayton, had scoffed. Lifting his hand, he had put two fingers together in a gun shape, pointed it at the Huntsman opposite and made a quiet popping sound.
‘And even if you did,’ Jakob had continued, with a dismissive smirk at Vincent, ‘You wouldn’t get off enough iron in time. You black coats have any idea what it takes to bring down a Huntsman? Get it square in the face and you’re doing good, but those bodies can take some beating. Next to these dogs, killing revolutionaries is like blowing away bits of paper.’
Jakob had sounded almost proud. Clayton had plucked up the courage to look through the metal grill of the face mask-cum-muzzle the creature opposite him wore, beneath the low cowl and into the unblinking human eyes that watched him from above the dog-like snout. There was intelligence there, he saw. Intelligence and hunger; hunger to be free.
‘This way,’ Vincent said up ahead of them. ‘This is where we found evidence of the kids.’
‘You found this place on a map?’ Clayton said, glancing nervously back at the Huntsmen. Vincent had one hand under his jacket, on the handle of his own gun, no doubt. That insolent bastard would as soon as put a bullet in my back as in one of those monsters, he thought.
‘We just backtracked along the line, checking in anywhere those kids could have come from, once it was apparent that they used those bits of wood to hang off the trains. The abandoned station wasn’t on the most up-to-date map, but we got suspicious at the large gap between the two stations either side and so we checked the archives. And there it was, St. Cannerwells, forgotten for more than a decade. The perfect place for those kids to hang out.’
‘And what did you find?’
‘Not much. A pile of old mattresses at one end, and some chalk lines along the side of the platform. At the other end a dried puddle of blood, and some pretty nasty leftovers on the tracks.’
‘Leftovers?’
Vincent sighed. ‘Come on, Clayton. The remains of a kid. Maybe more than one. It’s hard to tell after they’ve been diced up by a bunch of train wheels.’
‘You think they had a bust up?’
‘From the evidence I’d say they didn’t plan to be leaving the station. I think they were running away from something when they came across us, and our … business. Knowing this town, probably trouble with a rival gang.’
It was Clayton’s turn to sigh. ‘Fuck. It sucks, this city, doesn’t it?’
Vincent didn’t look at him. ‘Not our problem. They dig their own graves, we just deliver them.’
Clayton felt a sudden surge of hatred for the younger man. He had an unsettled score with Vincent for going to the Governor behind his back. Being in the presence of the Huntsmen had put it to the back of his mind, but it wasn’t forgotten, and Vincent was adding credits all the time.
‘Over here,’ Vincent said, pointing.
‘They’ve been exposed to the scents of the kids from the other station,’ Clayton said. ‘If they can pick them up here, we should be away.’
Behind them they heard a canine whining from one of the Huntsmen. If the creature hadn’t been so fearsome, it would have reminded Clayton of a dog getting a cuff around the head. Coming from a seven-foot-tall half-human killing machine, it made Clayton shiver.
‘There are many different scents here,’ Jakob called over his shoulder. ‘The dogs are getting confused.’
‘Why?’
‘I’d guess from the agitation, that there’s a whole lot of interaction going on. They’re getting secondary smells, intermingled smells … it’s going to be difficult to make sure they target the right people.’
‘They’re all vagrants,’ Vincent said. ‘A few extra deaths won’t matter.’
‘Shut up, Vincent,’ Clayton growled. ‘We’re here to protect the State, not instigate a goddamn massacre.’
Vincent smiled. ‘Fuck them. The deaths of a few, for the lives of many. I don’t see why you give so much of a shit, not like you haven’t hastened a few deaths yourself.’
‘Show respect to a senior officer!’ Clayton hissed. ‘I’m your superior! Staple your damn mouth shut or I’ll have you reported!’
‘My apologies, sir,’ Vincent said, stalking off along the platform, his expression unreadable in the gloom.
‘Okay,’ Jakob called. ‘The Huntsmen are ready to go. Question is, are you ready?’
Clayton felt another shudder. He wondered how long he could last before his mind and his body just fell apart, leaving him like an unfinished jigsaw by the trackside.
‘You’re sure their orders are programmed correctly?’
Jakob nodded. ‘They have their scents, and they have the physical descriptions your men gave them of the targets. And they have their orders. Once the targets have been eliminated, they will return to the lockup facility.’
‘Okay. Let’s get this over with. Release them.’ He noticed how Adam Vincent ambled around to stand behind him like some frightened puppy, and his dislike for the junior officer rose yet another notch.
Two of the five Huntsmen were standing almost motionless by the edge of the track, looking into the dark tunnel. With their long robes and the hoods that covered their faces, from behind they had the tall stateliness of priests, bishops. From behind you would never know they weren’t men; only the leashes that hung down from their necks and trailed back to their handlers said different.
The other three, though, were a different matter. One was crouched close to the ground, muzzled face almost touching the platform. The two others were pulling and jerking on their leashes like the bloodhounds part of their genetic make-up had come from. Froth dribbled from their canine mouths, dripping through the grills of their muzzles and down the front of their robes.
One of them began to howl. Clayton winced, for the first time feeling irritated with them rather than just terrified. He dealt in men, not animals. This was so far out of his comfort zone it had come full circle and poked him in the backside. The howl was an oddly human sound, and sent a fresh shiver running down his back.
The creature suddenly jerked upwards and screamed, a sound like two pieces of thin metal being scraped together. Its back arched, then it fell backwards to the platform. It quivered for a few seconds, and then started to climb back to its feet, sniveling like a dog with a cold.
‘What happened?’ Clayton asked.
‘Bill just gave him a little shock to calm him down,’ Jakob replied.
‘Can you hurry the fuck up and just get them out of here?’
‘Sure thing.’
The handlers, faces obscured by their protective masks, moved closer to their Huntsmen charges. Clayton noticed how they held the end of the leashes up where the Huntsmen could see them.
‘Come on now, come quietly,’ Clayton heard Jakob say.
The handlers went behind each Huntsman and undid a clasp on the muzzles. Each dropped to the floor, and the Huntsmen’s faces became more clearly visible. One of them turned towards Clayton, a dark red tongue flicking at the canine teeth that hung over its furry jaw line. Clayton had to look away.
‘Now, you have your radios,’ Jakob was saying to his Huntsman. The creature gave a slow nod. A low growl came from its throat. ‘Okay. When you locate a target, you are to contact Mr. Clayton over there, do you understand?’
‘Yesssss…’
Clayton exchanged a look of surprise with Vincent. Neither had realised the Huntsmen could speak.
‘Before you carry out your orders. Do you understand?’
‘Clayton.’
The sound was what Clayton imagined a snake with the flu would sound like; a hissing, sibilant noise like a piece of metal being dragged across sand. He felt the urge to vomit.
‘Good,’ Jakob said. ‘Ready? Okay, let them free!’
He took a few rapid steps backwards and then pressed a different button on his leash control. There was a click and then the chain fell away from the Huntsman’s neck collar to clatter on the ground. Clayton watched one Huntsman as it looked around for a moment, then turned and bounded off, one jump taking it down on to the tracks, and a handful more taking it away towards the dark of the tunnel. The hood hung low over its face, and the robes flapped out behind it as it dashed into the darkness, moving low in a half crouch, a two-legged hyena-like gait. In a moment it was gone, the other three close behind it.
Three…?
Clayton’s eyes widened, and he swung to look back across the platform, where the last Huntsman still stood, towering over its handler. It was the one that had been shocked, he knew, simply from the way its lips had curled back over its teeth. As he watched in horror, its arms rose slowly up out of the folds of its robe.
‘Guns, Clayton!’ Vincent shouted, but it was too late. Even as Clayton drew his gun, the creature’s arm slashed down at the handler. Clayton glimpsed a furred, muscular forearm, and then blood sprayed out from Bill’s neck and chest. The creature turned towards them and its violent, tormented gaze took them all in. Its lips curled back in a snarl, then it howled once and leapt down on to the tracks, loping off after the others.
Clayton, Vincent, Jakob and the other handlers rushed over to Bill’s aid, but it was too late. His chest had been ripped open, and dark blood pumped out on to the tiles of the platform.
‘Jesus Christ,’ Vincent muttered.
‘One too many times,’ Jakob said. ‘They have good memories, those creatures. Fuck, that’s awful. But it comes with the territory.’ He turned to Clayton. ‘Well, it’s over to you, now,’ he said. ‘Good luck.’
Clayton stared at the black tunnel opening where the Huntsmen had gone. He wished that he’d seen the last of them, but something told him that was far, far from the truth.



Chapter Sixteen: Attack
 
Frank lowered the metal shutters down over the downstairs window. The veins stood out on his thin, sinewy arms as they worked the handle of the old shutter, one that had once covered a shop storefront and which he had bought from a scrap dealer some years ago, when the crime in the city first began to escalate. He had cut the shutters to fit and used them to cover all his windows, both downstairs and up. Many long-term residents in rougher areas preferred just to brick the windows over, but Frank still remembered the days before the anarchy and was damned if he was giving up his daylight and the views from his upper floor windows because groups of wiseass punks liked to throw more rocks about than they used to.
Out on the street he heard a crash, several shouts and the sound of running feet. For a moment he wished he hadn’t given the knife back to Paul’s friend, although he had several of his own, and other weapons besides. Whoever was out there was unlikely to bother him, though; his reputation and worth as a former medical doctor lent him some respect. No, whoever might be out there would most likely pass him by and go on to fuck over some other place.
He frowned as the mechanism jammed, the old cogs catching on each other as they often did these days. He strained his muscles, seventy-four years young, but still wiry enough to have kept that kid on his toes earlier. Frank gave a little chuckle, remembering the way that twitchy-eyed punk had jumped. Yeah, diminutive and old he might be, but there was still a little juice in the tank. He wasn’t done yet.
He grunted and jigged the lever back and forth. The shutter, halfway down, began to descend again.
As the shutter closed it off, Frank glanced out of the window, night now fallen over London as the evenings drew in towards winter. Looking down from his window he could see the row of houses opposite, and towering over them from behind, the empty hulk of an abandoned office building, seven floors of smashed windows and paint-peeling walls. He gave a wry smile as the shutter began to erase it, and his eyes glazed as his mind drifted back to a time when you could walk the streets at night without fear, when you could take a train out into the country and go fishing or ride a goddamn horse if you so chose.
Floating among his memories, he almost didn’t see the low, stooped creature as it advanced up the steps towards his door, its covered head low to the ground like a dog following a scent.
Self-preservation stopped Frank from crying out in terror. He clamped a hand over his mouth as his strength drained away, his other hand dropping from the shutter lever to hang useless at his side. In the silence he heard only his heart beating, and then, slightly out of time, the tap tap tap of the knocker on the outside of his front door.
Frank took one, two, then a third step back from the window, dimly aware that it would take a few moments for even a battering ram to break through his oversized, barricaded front door. The door to the hall was behind him and the front door beyond. There was only one staircase to the upper floor, past the junk in his hallway to the right of the front door. There was safety that way, if the door stayed closed.
His hands shook as he stared out at the blackness of the night. The uncommon sight of a car rolled past on the road below, its horn blaring for some unseen reason.
Then the road vanished as a dark shape blocked his view, pressing close against the glass, hands that looked only vaguely human cupping around a face hidden in shadow.
Frank’s nerve failed him and he screamed as a dog-like snout pressed forward out of the shadows under the hood. He staggered back across the room at the same time as the creature roared and the glass shattered inwards, the demon out of his nightmares climbing into the room, its savage teeth bared, maw snapping towards him as its clawed hands brushed away shards of glass like bits of paper.
Frank felt the edge of the open door press against his back and he rolled sideways, pulling it shut at the same time as the creature leapt forward. Years ago, out of precaution and paranoia he had replaced all the old doors of his house with stronger, fire-resistant ones. He had also installed deadbolts on all of them, for what event he’d never been quite sure. Now, he reached up and pulled the bolt on the living room door across, just as the creature thudded against the other side. Frank saw the handle rattle wildly, heard it creak and groan beneath the strength of hands no longer human. He backed away through the junk in his hallway, eyes searching for a knife, knowing it would be useless in a few seconds when the door broke.
A loud thud announced the creature’s first attempt, and Frank turned and ran, darting through the piles of junk and up the stairs. He gritted his teeth as his old heart pounded in his chest, his body long past its prime for such exertion. Exhausted, he had to pause a few steps from the upper landing, just long enough to see his living room door burst open amidst splintering wood and the creature lurch forward into the hallway.
Frank froze as it stood there, the hood fallen away from its face, and he stared down at the monstrous face swinging back and forth. Human eyes looked out over a bestial, canine snout, while wires and scar tissue crisscrossed its bald scalp. Around its neck, as it breathed he saw the sharp angular shapes of metal implants under the skin, shifting and writhing like sinews beneath a metal, dog-like collar.
The Huntsman didn’t look up at him. Instead, it turned right towards the front door, its nose twitching as saliva dripped from its teeth. It growled once and then turned away, taking a couple of steps back towards the surgery. Frank heard a low moan and then the rasp of what sounded like words. Then it leapt forward, disappearing from view as it barged through the surgery door. He listened for a moment, hearing the jangle and crash of his operating table and a desk being turned over, their contents emptying across the floor. Then his legs found their strength again and he stumbled up the remaining stairs to the upper landing.
He hurried into a room he used as a study, slammed the door and pulled across several more deadbolts. There was a desk in the middle of the room, piled high with papers, various ornaments and antiques he had collected over the decades. He stumbled around it and went to a cupboard in the corner.
There, on a shelf above several hanging jackets, was a small handgun. He took it down, cocked it, and checked the chambers for rounds. He had just two bullets left. Years ago, he’d used it to scare off a couple of kids who’d tried to break in through the back, and he’d never replaced the rounds he’d used. Still, two would be enough. If the creature came up, he would use the first on it. If he missed, he would use the second on himself.
Frank took the gun and crouched down behind the desk, squeezing into the space for the chair, his back against the cold wood. At his size there were several cubbyholes Frank could make use of, but he knew that if the Huntsmen came upstairs there were none small enough to save him.
He waited that way for a long time, listening to the creature rampaging through his house. Then, after what seemed an eternity, he heard a louder sound than any of the others, a crunching noise like a door breaking off its hinges. After that, there was just quiet, but even so, Frank didn’t move. He just sat right where he was, legs crossed over, the gun on his lap with both hands around it, two wrinkled old fingers on the trigger.
He was dimly aware that he had pissed himself, the warm dampness soaking through his trousers and making a little pool on the floor between his legs. But still he didn’t move, holding his position as he listened for sounds that the Huntsman was still downstairs, too terrified to even shift his body as his limbs started to seize up, barely daring to even breathe. In his mind he saw its grotesque face, its human eyes, its snapping, canine jaws, and heard its growl, the rasp of its voice. The words he remembered clearly, two of them, and he wondered just what those kids had got themselves into to have Huntsmen on their trail.
‘Tube Riders,’ he whispered aloud, rolling the Huntsman’s words across his tongue.
 



Chapter Seventeen: Loss
 
The few street lights that still worked were blinking on as the Tube Riders made their way through London towards Jessica’s house. They stayed off the main streets where possible, the general chaos creating a rumbling background noise around them. Sirens mixed with squealing tires, shouts and cries with thuds and crashes. Even the occasional gunshot split through the evening as if afraid of being left out.
The Tube Riders walked quickly but in near silence, the journey across the failing city sobering them up to the reality of their situation. Things looked bleak. By now they were probably being tracked through the streets by the government while Dreggo and her Cross Jumpers hunted them through the London Underground. Only if Jess’s father proved honest – and indeed brave enough – to help them, was there hope.
‘It’s not far,’ Jess said, as she led them left down a smaller residential street. A complete absence of cars made it look deserted. ‘Maybe another ten minutes.’
‘Okay.’ Marta trailed at the back. She had tied her matted hair back out of her eyes, but all she wanted was to take a shower and then sleep. The likelihood of either was remote. Ahead of her, Simon tried from time to time to take Jess’s hand, only for the girl to pull it away, and Marta could only imagine what he must be feeling. Behind them, Switch and Paul walked side by side, the smaller man limping a little with just the one shoe. He winced with each step, and Marta hoped what Frank had told them was right, that the knife wound wasn’t as bad as it looked.
‘It’s at the top of this street,’ Jess said, pointing up the hill towards a row of tall Edwardian houses curving out of sight. It could be any time of the last two hundred years, Marta thought, if it wasn’t for the lack of cars, the occasional boarded up window, and a couple of collapsed street-front walls, soil and overgrown sods of grass spilling down into the road.
Marta felt a sudden bloom of sadness. Her own family was long gone, the last being her brother, Leo, the first Tube Rider. Her parents were fading into memory, her images of them brushed aside by her unwavering focus on survival. When she wasn’t tube riding she was finding money however she could, struggling to pay her contribution to the rent for the apartment she shared with a revolving door of other street roamers, rent paid to a gang who didn’t even own the building she squatted in. Sometimes she found a few days of work, other times she did what she had to do. The handful of creased and torn notes they offered every week kept the roof over their heads, a dirty water mains attached and an illegal electricity connection switched on. On those weeks when the money didn’t add up, the women and even some of the men would draw lots on who would pay the rent with other means.
In another time, she might have lived in a house like this with her family. They could have been happy, could have done family things, like visit Big Ben, eat picnics in Regent’s Park, walk around London Zoo. In another time, another world…
‘You all right?’ Paul asked, as Marta choked back a sob, her hand covering her mouth and forcing it out as a half-cough.
She cleared her throat, kept her eyes averted. ‘Yeah, yeah … no problem, just … dust.’
Paul nodded. ‘Cool, that’s … cool.’
‘There,’ Jess said, stopping up ahead. ‘That’s my house.’
She was pointing at an Edwardian terrace house across the road at a small intersection ahead of them. The house looked quiet, unoccupied, but otherwise safe. Just a normal terraced house for a normal family.
‘Something’s wrong,’ Jess said suddenly, her voice rising. ‘Oh my God, something’s wrong!’
‘What?’ Simon turned to her. ‘What do you mean?’
‘The gate’s open! The gate’s never open!’
‘Jess, there could be danger, wait–’
Too late, Jess was sprinting up the road towards the house. Simon paused just a second before giving chase. Marta looked at the others. ‘Live together, die together,’ she said, breaking into a run.
‘Let’s go,’ Paul said, and set off after them.
‘Easy for you to say,’ Marta heard Switch mutter behind her as he limped in pursuit. ‘Neither of you got stuck with that whore’s knife.’
They saw Jess pause by the gate, saw her reach out a tentative hand. A moment later she cried out again. ‘The security’s down!’
‘Keep your voice down, for Christ’s sake!’ Switch growled, but Jess was already at the front door, pushing it inwards, broken locks giving no resistance.
Marta had a terrible sinking feeling in her stomach. Jess was inside the house, Simon close by the door. Paul, just ahead of Marta and Switch, was on the path when Jess cried out again, a wail of despair.
‘Noooooo…’
‘Oh my fuck–’
Simon was inside too. The others were close behind.
Marta went through the living room door behind Paul, with Switch following. She took one glance and turned away, a hand over her mouth.
From the scene Marta could tell Jess’s parents were middle-aged, smartly dressed, not overweight, of average height. To give any more description she would need to look at photographs. Both were dead, but quite how they had initially died was difficult to say. The blood covering their bodies and hanging in thick red swathes across the walls made it impossible to tell. Much as it repulsed her, Marta had to look again.
Simon was consoling Jess in a corner. The girl was hysterical, screaming and struggling against his arms as he held her. Marta understood her pain; most of them did. Families were rare and their worth was increased by the sheer number of people around you who had no one. Marta had been there, of course, but that took nothing away from Jess’s pain. Marta’s parents hadn’t been murdered like this.
‘Get away from me! All of you leave me alone! You did this!
You caused this!’ Jess shrieked, and Marta looked up to see Jess sprint past her, out into the hall and up the stairs. A few seconds later a door slammed shut and the sound of hysterical screams cut down through the ceiling.
Marta took a deep breath and glanced around at the bodies of Jess’s parents. She’d seen plenty of death before, of course, but nothing this brutal. This was even worse than Clive, perhaps. Jess’s mother lay backwards over the end of a sofa, her head touching the ground. In the centre of her forehead a thin metal pole protruded out of a bloody gash. Her neck had been torn open and her face ripped up. The smart office suit she had been wearing was ripped and stained with blood.
Jess’s father lay across the floor. One arm had been torn off his body and lay underneath a television in the corner. A scattering of books lay across him, from where he’d pulled a shelf off the wall as he fell. Several were open, the pages swollen with blood.
Marta didn’t want to look at his face but she did anyway. What she saw there made her eyes water with terror. His right cheek and part of his jaw had been torn off. The flesh that hung off his face contained bite marks, like those of a dog.
Simon rushed past her and out into the hall, making her jump. She’d been so transfixed by the bodies that she hadn’t even seen him coming. She heard him run up the stairs and knock on Jess’s door. The girl’s sobbing grew louder for a moment then quieter again as he went inside.
Switch was sitting on a sofa by the window, looking out. Paul had gone outside.
‘The blood’s not even dry,’ Switch said quietly. ‘Whatever did this might still be around. Holy shit, this is nasty.’
‘Whoever did this.’
Switch raised an eyebrow. ‘Come on, Marta. You know what was here, same as me.’
Marta closed her eyes. ‘I can’t think about that. I just don’t want to think about it.’
‘Her parents are dead because of us. Because of what we saw. If she’s right about that murdered guy being an ambassador, then we’re wanted right now. We call the police, they’ll fucking take us in. If we don’t call the police, we’ll get tracked down and ripped up into dog meat like this.’
Marta sat down next to Switch. She leaned close to him, and felt his hand go over hers. She looked at him but his eyes were on the bodies. In his other hand he held Dreggo’s throwing knife, his only comfort. She noticed a slight sheen in his eyes that on any other occasion would have surprised her, but as her own choking despair welled up again she realised that some situations went to a new level, sucking even the hardest of people into the darkness.
‘I don’t want to die, Switch,’ she said, in a soft voice. ‘I don’t want to end up like that.’
He nodded. ‘Shit, no. We have to run. All of us. You know this was a Huntsman, yeah? You can see what those motherfuckers can do. They can track like bastards, too. It will find us unless we haul ass the fuck out of here right now.’
Marta closed her eyes. ‘And I thought the Cross Jumpers were bad.’
‘We need to wise up. In some ways we’re lucky it was a Huntsman. Those DCA chumps would have left a guard behind in case we came back. The Huntsmen don’t work like that. They’re tracking, killing machines. It followed her scent back here, found her parents. The scent was obviously similar enough to make it kill them, or else the Huntsman got pissed off about something.’
‘How did it get here, Switch? How did it do it?’
He looked at her, and she saw something there that surprised her: an unflinching graveness. When he spoke the sudden maturity in his voice was unnerving, as though the Switch she knew was gone forever, his body possessed by some long-dead military commander. ‘Huntsmen can follow a scent anywhere,’ he said. ‘Even one that’s weeks old or left by someone moving at speed. They have an enhanced sense of smell, partly animal, and partly computerized. They hunt day and night until they find what they want. Then they kill it.’
‘How do you know this?’
‘I asked people, anyone I ever met who knew anything. I always figured the day would come when I might get into more trouble than petty crime. I killed a man today, and that wasn’t the first time. I always figured there might be a time when I’d have one of those hybrid pieces of shit come after me.’ He shrugged. ‘The only way to beat your enemies is to know them better than they know you.’
‘Where can we go? Where can we hide?’
‘We have to leave London.’
Marta stared at him. ‘That’s impossible. How?’
‘We’ll go down to St. Cannerwells, wait for one of the freight trains and ride it right out of London. I have an uncle in Bristol GUA who might help us. If he’s still alive. But we can’t waste time. We have to go tonight.’
‘Is it wise to go back to St. Cannerwells?’
‘They’ll have found it by now, if they’ve sent a Huntsman. It’s the last place they’ll expect us to go. After all, it’s just an abandoned London Underground station. The DCA will assume we’ll head for the perimeter walls, try to find a way through the gates, but Huntsmen don’t work like normal police because they’re partly animal. They follow a trail and run down their prey. If we can keep ahead of them we’ll have a chance. St. Cannerwells, back at the start of our trail, could be the safest place for us.’ Then, as though to remind her of the man she knew so well, he added, ‘Fuck, this sucks ass.’
Marta sighed. Tears clung to her cheeks. ‘How can we escape from a Huntsman?’
‘From what I’ve heard of them, they’re kind of junk. They don’t work properly, keep fucking up and going haywire. We have to keep our eyes open, watch for them coming. Stay out in the open.’
‘What if it’s still here?’
Despite everything, Switch actually laughed. ‘The Huntsmen don’t do stealth, Marta, at least not that I heard. If one was here we would be fucking mincemeat by now.’
Paul stepped into the room, and Marta knew he’d been listening. His face was grey, his glasses steamed up. He’d been crying too, and there was a dried crust of saliva around his chin from where he’d been vomiting.
‘I have to find my brother,’ he said, voice hollow. If a Huntsman really is after us like you say, I have to get to Owen before they follow my trail back to him. He might already be dead for all I know.’
Marta nodded. ‘We should split up, spread the trails and just hope they’ve only sent one. Go home, grab what you can and hope it’s not too late. We’ll meet in St. Cannerwells at midnight, and do what Switch says. Take the first train we can out of this shit fucking city.’
‘Jess won’t leave.’ Simon stood in the doorway.
‘She has to,’ Marta said.
Simon’s face was drawn, his words heavy on his tongue. ‘She says ... she wants nothing to do with us. She blames us, she says she wants us all to leave, me included. I don’t know ... don’t know what…’ He trailed off. As the others watched, he ran one hand through his hair and rubbed his face. Then he slid to the ground as though someone was sucking the air out of him from the bottom up.
Crouched in the doorway, he said, ‘If I hadn’t taken her there … if I hadn’t made her come…’
Paul said, ‘What about the camera?’
Simon opened his hand. On his palm was a tiny memory card. ‘She threw it at me. Told me … fuck, I don’t know.’ He looked down, shaking his head.
Marta stood up. ‘She wanted to go, don’t forget that. She told you she wanted to do it, so stop blaming yourself.’ She looked around, hands clenched into fists. ‘This isn’t our fault, we didn’t want any of this to happen. Jess’s parents are dead because this country is screwed up. We’re the victims, not the criminals, and we owe it to Jess’s parents, and, and ... to this whole damn country to get that evidence into the hands of people who can do something about it.’ She flapped her hands, her face flushed.
Switch stood up beside her. ‘Well, it wasn’t quite Che fucking Guevara but it wasn’t bad.’
Marta took a deep breath, readying herself to continue. ‘Let’s get this straight,’ she said. ‘We have some very, very dangerous people after us. We run, or we die. It’s that simple. Now, Simon, get up there and get her moving. We have no idea how many of those things are after us. Maybe one, maybe more. If we split up we can spread the trail, confuse them. Move quickly and don’t stay anywhere too long. Keep away from enclosed places and don’t travel unarmed.’
‘What good is a knife or a club against something that does that?’ Paul said, nodding towards the bodies.
‘It’s better than no knife or no club.’
Simon climbed to his feet. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll do what I can.’
Marta glanced at a clock on the wall. ‘It’s nearly six o’clock,’ she said. ‘We leave at midnight. Simon, you have to convince her. You have to. Otherwise she’s going to end up like them.’ She didn’t need to point.
They went to the front door and peered out on to the street. Street-lighting made a broken line back the way they’d come, while above them the sky was dark purple, wisps of orange and red hanging above the rooftops that stretched away towards the spires and office towers of central London. Marta thought it looked pretty, but she couldn’t shake a sinking feeling in her chest that night had never been so bleak, had never before contained so many demons.
 



Chapter Eighteen: Danger
 
Numb.
Like dead hands gripping every inch of her body and squeezing until her skin turned blue and cold. Hands manipulating her, molding her, kneading her flesh into one single amorphous ball, devoid of all sensation and feeling. And from it her eyes looked out, staring but not seeing the walls, the prints and the posters that hung there, the photographs of friends, of her family. The shelf in the corner, the books. Stephen King, Charles Dickens, Zadie Smith, Kurt Vonnegut; tatty paperbacks bought at staff discount price from the store she worked at, as many as she could afford, most read more than once, many three or four times. She loved books, stories and adventures. Her own life, in the relatively calm neighbourhood of Fulham, where things still went wrong, where houses still got burned and cars still got wrecked, but less frequently than across the rest of London GUA, wasn’t so much an adventure as a struggle; worry and concern overriding any sense of excitement she might get walking the dangerous streets. Then, only this afternoon, she’d been given an opportunity to take a real adventure, to be part of an urban myth, do something special that nearly no one had ever done before.
Except it hadn’t ended up that way. Her life had been turned on its head in the space of a few hours. And now, numb, unfeeling, she wondered what would happen next. What should happen next.
Numb.
She wanted to stay curled up in a ball, her own body a barricade to shut out the world. She wanted nothing more to do with it, wanted only for it to leave her alone.
He had come again. Simon was sitting on the edge of her bed, one hand on her knee, gently rubbing it. ‘You have to pack some things,’ he was saying. ‘We have to go. They’re going to come back sooner or later.’
Jessica didn’t care. She didn’t care what happened next. She just wanted everything to end, all the hurt and the pain and the sorrow, all of it to be extinguished, stamped out like the embers of an old camp fire.
‘You have to be strong,’ she heard Simon saying, his voice soothing. A voice she loved, but a voice that she wanted to hate now. She wanted to blame him, and she’d told him so, but Jessica was sensible, educated, and despite her grief she knew this wasn’t his doing. He was as much a victim of unfortunate circumstance as she was. Just, with her parents dead, it felt right to blame someone close. It felt necessary.
‘Come on Jess, please,’ he murmured, talking slowly to her, leaning close. Still she didn’t look at him, her gaze holding steady on the wall in front of her. The images of her dead parents flashed up in her mind, torn up and bloody, her parents who’d never done anything but love her and try to do the right thing, try to maintain normality in the face of growing chaos. They didn’t deserve to die, but who did? Deserving anything didn’t make it more likely to happen. She was no more deserving of life than they were of death, but here she was, still breathing, still trying to debate what she should do if and when she chose to unlock her arms, release her legs and ease her feet to the floor. What to do when she decided something should be done.
Simon was trying to hold her hand. At last she turned to him, looking up into his face, grey with worry, eyes moist with sorrow.
‘I love you,’ she said, not smiling. ‘I loved my parents too, but something got to them. I won’t let it get to you too.’
Simon smiled; for a moment he looked like a drug addict who had just taken a hit, overcome with a sudden euphoria. Tears streamed down his cheeks. ‘Oh fucking hell, Jess. I love you so much.’ Then, ‘No one wanted this to happen. It’s no one’s fault but theirs. The fucking, screwed up, bullshit government.’ Suddenly remembering where her father worked, he opened his mouth to apologize, but Jess spoke first. ‘We’ll get them,’ she said. ‘Somehow, someday … we’ll get them.’
Something had changed inside. A curtain had been drawn over her past, over what innocence she had enjoyed in the years leading up to today. A new mark had been set, a new starting point, and it was one altogether darker. She felt different, felt her heart beating stronger, her hands clenching harder, the focus in her mind sharper than ever before. The girl who had gone down those steps at St. Cannerwells earlier this afternoon had vanished forever.
A siren rose in the distance. ‘We have to go, Jess,’ Simon told her. ‘We have to go now and give ourselves a chance or stay here and die.’
She didn’t look at him, but she climbed up from the bed and brushed the hair out of her eyes. She walked past him, down the stairs and pushed through into the living room while Simon trailed helplessly behind her.
The sight of her parents’ bodies made her sway, her vision momentarily blurring, and she thought she might faint. A sob rose up in her throat so quickly she bent double and began to cough, thinking it might choke her.
Simon tried to put a reassuring hand on her back but she pushed him away. ‘Don’t touch me,’ she said, though part of her wanted him to. It was just too soon, too early. For now she needed to be alone with her grief.
She couldn’t leave them, but she had no choice. The wailing siren was closer now. She had no idea if it was coming here or if there was some other disaster elsewhere it was driving to attend to, but the end result was the same. Simon was right. They had to leave, or their bodies would join her parents’ on the canvas of blood and gore that her living room had become, and that wouldn’t solve anything.
It hurt to turn away, it hurt more than anything. But she did, glancing at Simon who stood behind her, his mouth hung open, one hand shifting in his jeans pocket, fingers moving over the tiny camera memory chip that had started all this.
In that moment her mind was made up.
She rushed through into the quaint little kitchen her mother kept as neat as a showroom, went to the cooker and turned on the gas hobs. She didn’t know if it would work or not, but it was worth a try. Behind her, Simon said, ‘You have gas?’, but Jess ignored him. In a cupboard by the back door her father had an eighteen-litre container of paraffin – another government perk – that he used to fuel a stove heater they had on the upstairs landing. She hauled it towards Simon.
‘Douse them,’ she said. ‘Spread it everywhere you can.’
‘Are you sure–’
‘Do it!’ she snapped. ‘I’m not having the government taking them away to experiment on. They were my parents!’
She rooted around in a kitchen drawer for a box of matches while Simon took the paraffin into the living room, grabbing as she did so a handful of small notes and change her mother kept for housekeeping money. At the back of the drawer she found a matchbox, still half-full, with a picture of a Beefeater on the front. Hate for the government boiled in her, and it was all she could do to suppress a scream. She stuffed the matches in her pocket and went to find Simon.
He had taken down two curtains and draped one over each body. For a moment she felt a surge of love for him at this sign of sensitivity, then the siren wailed much closer this time, and she shook it off. Simon had splashed paraffin all over the floor, the walls and the covered bodies of her parents.
‘Okay, let’s go,’ she said. On her way out she grabbed a sofa cushion. She stopped at the door and handed it to Simon while she pulled the matches from her pocket. ‘Get ready to run,’ she said, striking a match and holding it to the cushion until the frilly cover began first to smoke and then to flame. She waited until the fire had taken hold then grabbed it back off Simon and tossed it through the door of the living room.
‘Run!’
They dashed out of the house as a whump of igniting paraffin followed them. It might be a few minutes before the gas exploded, and she wanted to be well away before then. ‘When we get a chance, Simon,’ she shouted as they ran, ‘we hunt them.’
#
Paul tried not to run as he headed back through Fulham. The streets were alive with the activity of changeover: stores by day barring their doors and pulling down their shutters, while on the pavements and in the market places street vendors took their place, selling everything from skewered snack food to bootlegged DVDs and homebrewed beer and spirits. Many of them worked an under-the-counter service as well, dealing in narcotics, medical drugs, knives and other weapons. By the end of the night, Paul knew, some of these vendors would be dead, others rich, some moved on, and others newly respected. Versions of warfare existed everywhere, and trade was no longer fair.
People called out to him as he passed, offering sausages on sticks, plastic cups of soup, old toys and shabby secondhand clothing. He ignored them all, pushing away one or two of the more persistent.
I have to get to Owen before they do.
There was no way for them to know how many Huntsmen were on their trail. There could be just one, or there could be dozens. His only hope was that because he lived further away than Jess, and he hadn’t come straight from home to St. Cannerwells this afternoon. Having had a couple of errands to run, he had a longer trail to follow.
Hope. Like love, so easy to destroy.
He hurried into Fulham Broadway London Underground station, thinking it would be more difficult for the Huntsmen to track him if he moved by train. He bought a single journey ticket and made his way down to the platform, crowded with commuters as it approached six o’clock. The digital display told him it was seven minutes to the next train, though the destination section was cracked and difficult to read. He only had to go four stops, though, and he didn’t need to change.
The seconds ticked past endlessly. He shifted from foot to foot, biting his lip hard enough to draw blood, wincing at the pain. Further up the platform, he heard a fight break out, the thud of thrown punches, the shouts and grunts of those involved, the restraining cries of the onlookers.
A minute until the next northbound train. Paul pushed closer to the front of the platform, hugging his clawboard against his chest.
Someone screamed, just as a familiar roar announced the train’s arrival. He glanced in the direction of the commotion but could see nothing through the crowd. Then the train had stopped and everyone was pushing forwards towards the opening doors. Just as Paul got inside and turned around, he heard more shouting, a louder disturbance than before. He heard a woman scream: ‘Oh, God! He’s dead! That thing killed him!’
Paul swallowed. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. He stepped forward and shoved a couple of punks back out on to the platform to give the doors room to close.
‘You fucking cocksuck –’ one of the punks shouted, but the doors bumped shut, cutting off the man’s words. The train began to move along the platform towards where the commotion had been. Paul leaned forward to look out, and saw that a space had parted around a robed, hooded man who stood near the edge of the platform, towering over those around him. Paul hadn’t seen a monk in years and couldn’t believe that such a level of respect still existed.
Then he saw the bloody corpse at the man’s feet, a security uniform soaked in blood. As the train passed, the cowled man’s head lifted and Paul saw a furry, wolf-like face with dark, human eyes that looked in through the window at the passengers inside. As his carriage passed by, its eyes locked on to his own. The train picked up speed and the creature slipped behind, but its eyes never left him.
Paul’s legs shook as the train thundered into the tunnel and the outside became darkness. He looked for somewhere to sit down but all the seats were taken, so instead he just slumped to the floor, clutching the clawboard to his chest like a frightened child might clutch a rag doll. Like the others, he had seen plenty of bad things in his life, but always it had been focused on someone else.
He had seen his own death in those eyes. Death, and worse.
 



Chapter Nineteen: Preparations
 
While Switch and Paul both headed south, Marta headed north. Feeling reluctant to go back to the train station, instead she jumped on the first bus that came past, feeling safer off the street.
It took her on a long, circuitous route around the outer city centre towards Camden Town, near where she lived now. Instead of getting off, though, she rode for a couple more stops and then changed buses on to another route. Fifteen minutes later, she alighted on a quiet street in East Finchley and walked up a narrow residential street leading off the high street until she came to a small churchyard.
It was overgrown and untended now; the few remaining graves rising up out of the tall grass. Most of the granite and basalt stones were gone, pulled up by looters, lugged away and sold. Some less-valuable slate stones remained, along with a few varnished wooden crosses, many of them leaning bent and broken like a mouthful of crooked teeth.
Marta followed the remains of a gravel path around the side of the old church. She noticed another of the old stained glass windows had been destroyed in the months since her last visit, leaving just one intact, near the back corner. Like the others, it had been boarded up from the inside and now just a few jagged shards of coloured glass remained sticking out of the wall.
The church still functioned with a resident minister and a regular congregation, although guns were their religion now. She knew she was being watched, either from a tower or a spy-hole somewhere, maybe with a rifle or a handgun trained on her, depending on what weapons they had.
At the back of the church she followed the path through the stones to a section at the rear of the churchyard which was home to the freshest graves. There, near a low stone wall that backed onto a fenced-off alleyway, she came to a small rectangle of ground where the grass was not as long as the surrounding area. At the top end was a flat, rounded rock that had long ago been borrowed from a riverbed. Marta could just make out the words written on it in faded white paint:
 
John Richard Banks.
September 18th 2022 to August 9th, 2072.
Forever in our hearts.
 
Rachel Mary Banks, beloved wife of John.
March 15th 2026 to July 17th 2073.
Rest in Peace.
 
‘Hey Mum, Dad,’ Marta said, brushing tears out of her eyes. ‘Sorry I’ve not been up here for a while, but you know how it is … busy and all that. Huh. Working hard, you know.’
The stone her brother had painted watched her in eternal silence. She hadn’t added his name to it; she refused to believe he was dead.
‘I just came to tell you that I have to go away for a while.’ She squatted down, but didn’t sit. She felt vulnerable enough already, and the memory of Jess’s parents was still fresh in her mind. ‘I don’t know for how long,’ she continued. ‘But I’m in a little trouble, I think. Some bad people are after me and my friends. I didn’t do anything wrong, it’s just ... I don’t know ... wrong place, wrong time.’ She sighed. ‘I just wanted you to know, that if it all works out – which is unlikely, of course – things are going to change. We know things that could hurt the government, and … and, we’re going to tell the right people, who can fix it all, so that no one else needs to die.’
She sat down, her legs falling out from under her. ‘So, Mum, Dad, I just wanted to tell you before I go, and I hope that, whether it works out or not, I hope you’re proud of me. Because, I’m proud of you. What you tried to do for me, you know. For ... for everything.’
She stopped talking. She ran her fingers through the grass as a cold wind ruffled her hair. Looking up at the sky, she saw dark, spongy clouds drifting in the direction of the falling sun. To the east, the sky was almost completely dark, lit only by the glow of street lights and office buildings.
She stayed that way for quite some time, as darkness fell around her. She didn’t have a watch but she guessed from the sky that it was close to eight o’clock when she climbed to her feet. She needed to get back to her flat and grab some belongings. Every second she stayed here was a second closer that the Huntsmen got to her, but for a while she had been locked into the moment by her memories. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to come back, and she needed to say goodbye, not just to her parents’ memory, but to her entire past.
‘Hey you! Stop or you’re dead!’
Marta jumped at the voice, spinning around. After all, she’d been here a while, and most of the higher members of the congregation knew her. She heard the click of a gun being cocked, saw a slight movement in the grass not far from her. She was about to say something when a familiar voice shouted: ‘Don’t fucking shoot! I’m with her!’
‘Switch?’ She saw him now, in the shadows cast by the church. How did you…?’
‘He cool, Marta?’ A muscular blonde man carrying a rifle stood up out of the grass just yards from her. It was Craig, one of the ministers. He’d been in the grass the whole time, watching over her. How much had he overheard?
‘It’s okay, Brother Craig,’ she said, using the church’s “family” title. ‘He’s a friend. He’s cool.’
The man shouldered his rifle. ‘Long as you say so, Marta. If you have any problems, just shout.’ He walked off back towards the church, giving them some privacy. She was happy he had kept his distance; she didn’t want her scent around him, not after what she had seen today.
Switch stood a few feet away, looking a little embarrassed. 
‘How did you find me? Did you follow me?’
‘I figured you might need some protection since I knew you’d come here. I had to do some, um, shopping first.’
‘Really? She raised an eyebrow. ‘What did you buy?’
He grinned, and shook his coat. It gave a metallic rustle. ‘Man toys. Oh, and a new pair of shoes. You know, since Paul didn’t keep his end of the bargain.’ He lifted a foot to show her. The sneaker looked pretty old, but it was a definite improvement on the sock.
Marta smiled. ‘Where did you get your money from? I thought you were broke.’
‘I traded.’
She raised an eyebrow. ‘Really. What with?’
‘Promises, mostly. You know how it is. Rules of the street.’
She thought it probably best not to ask. ‘Did you get anything good?’
‘Not good enough. There’s no current market for flame throwers or hand grenades. At least not ones I can afford.’ He grinned. ‘But I got some cool shit that might help us out. Take out one or two of those canine mutant fuckers if we have to.’
Marta smiled back. ‘Switch, how do you stay so cheerful through this? We’re being hunted. We could be dead in hours.’
He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess … hmm.’ He shook his head, searching for the right words. ‘I guess it’s just that inside, I’ve felt dead for a long time.’ He shrugged again. ‘Fuck. Not literally dead, you know, just … you know how it is. Idling. Like I’m just treading water, waiting for something to happen.’ She nodded in agreement. ‘And now, suddenly, we’re alive. We have something to battle for. We get to open up a can of whoop-ass in the name of revolution. If we can escape those government monsters, of course.’
‘I guess you’re right. I just wished I shared your confidence.’
He nodded towards her parents’ grave. ‘You need more time?’
She shook her head. ‘No. It’s time to go, I think.’
Back around the front of the church Brother Craig materialized out of the shadowed porch. ‘Wherever you kids are going, take care,’ he said, and then added: ‘Godspeed.’
‘So you were listening to me!’
He cocked his head. ‘Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t mean to, but you looked like you wanted your own time, and I didn’t want to blow my cover in case whatever it is that’s after you came along.’
‘It’s okay.’ Before she could stop herself, she hugged the older man. Suddenly realizing what she’d done, she stepped back and said: ‘Brother Craig, after we’re gone, go inside the church and bolt all the doors. Don’t open them for any reason. Bad things are after us.’
‘I figured that. Don’t worry, we’ve been protecting this place a long time. What are you going to do?’
She grinned. ‘Bring down the government.’
Craig laughed. ‘Well, good luck to you! It couldn’t come soon enough.’
She thanked him and they headed back out on to the street.
‘Thanks for thinking of me,’ Marta said to Switch when they were alone.
His bad eye fluttered and his cheeks darkened. Embarrassment wasn’t one of his common attributes, and it quite amused her to see it.
‘No problem,’ he said, regaining his composure. ‘I figured that being a chick and all you might get a little emotional and leave yourself open to attack.’
‘Yeah, maybe,’ she agreed with a smirk. ‘Being a chick and all. Don’t you need to grab some stuff? I have to get back to my flat to get my handbag and my makeup, but we don’t have much time.’
Switch smiled. ‘There’s something I never told you about where I live,’ he said. ‘It’s St. Cannerwells. I kind of live there.’
‘Live there?’
‘In one of the old shops. I can just grab anything I need on the way back, though as a general rule I carry everything important with me.’
Marta shook her head. ‘You’re crazy, Switch. I suppose at least it’s warm down there –’
Switch put a hand on her arm to cut her off. The strength of his grip surprised her, his fingers digging into her skin.
‘What are you doing…?’
‘Marta, we’ve got a problem.’ He pointed down the street, past the scatterings of vendors setting up street stalls outside shops and wholesale markets, to where a dirty London Underground sign identified West Finchley. A man in a robe had just emerged from the stairs and was looking up and down the street. His face was covered by a hood, and his head was moving in an arc around his chin, swinging from side to side like a pendulum on a clock, almost as if he was smelling the air.
‘Please God tell me that’s not–’ Marta began.
‘Um, yeah, I think it is. I saw one on a train a couple of days ago. They were transporting it, I think. I was having a practice.’
The figure turned and began to walk in their direction, quickly picking up pace. It moved like a man, but with its head stooped forward as though straining to see something on the ground.
‘Oh shit,’ Switch said. ‘It’s following my trail. I came by tube. I rode. It’s tracking me.’
‘Come on,’ Marta said, her heart hammering. ‘We can hide from it, maybe double back around into the station.’
‘I say we stay and fight it,’ Switch said, turning around. ‘I got some stuff that might work.’
Marta looked back down the street. The Huntsman had started into a slow jog. It was heading right for them.
‘Uh, no, if it was you alone I’d say go for it, but since I’m here I say we run.’ She grabbed his arm, pulling him back up the street. He didn’t need much encouragement; pretty soon he was outpacing her despite his injury.
‘Is it gaining on us?’ he gasped.
‘I don’t know … this way!’
They took a turn towards Finchley town centre, large abandoned office buildings looming up on either side of them. Marta glanced back. The Huntsman was just three hundred feet behind and closing fast, running at a full sprint.
‘Quick! In here!’ Switch said, grabbing her arm and pulling her sharply into the foyer of an abandoned building. ‘Back there, get up the stairs! I have a plan.’
Marta didn’t hesitate. She pushed through a fire-door and sprinted up a metal staircase. Below her, Switch was trying to jam the door shut. From the second floor landing she watched him stick a knife into the lock and turn it, then jam an old chair under the long handle of the fire-door. Suddenly something slammed into the door from the other side, rocking it on its hinges.
Marta yelped with fear. Switch shouted something at the door then rushed after her up the stairs. ‘Go on, run!’ he shouted. ‘It won’t hold for long, but we just have to stall it.’
‘Where are we going?’
‘All the way up. The roof.’
‘Oh, God. Why?’
‘Just go!’
Marta dashed up the fire escape, feeling the burn in her thighs as she turned each corner and rushed up each new flight of stairs. She’d judged the building to be six or eight floors tall, but passing a door into the ninth floor, and with a couple more turns above her, she wondered if she’d make it. Far below, she heard a splintering sound, followed by a crash, and then a growl as the Huntsman burst through the fire-door.
She couldn’t help but look back. As she did so, she heard a rough scream, a noise that sounded like a word fed through a salt grinder:
‘Stop!’
She shivered, the word cutting right through her. She stared down towards the floor far below, saw something rushing up the stairs towards them, moving so fast it was a blur.
Then Switch was jerking her arm, pulling her away through a door on to the building’s roof. A cold wind struck her face and she recoiled, shutting her eyes. Rough hands pushed her hard from behind.
Switch’s voice was filled with frustration. ‘Quickly, Marta!’ He was doing another job on the door. The handle was round, and he kicked it hard, once, twice, knocking it out of shape so that it wouldn’t open easily. There were few objects on the roof but he managed to find what looked like a rusty metal clothes-horse and jam its stubby legs into the thin gap between the bottom of the door and the floor.
Marta spun around in a circle, seeing the high rooftops of London rising like dark concrete islands out of a sea of twinkling lights. She could only admit that it was beautiful, but as she turned to see the adjacent building rising up some fifty feet to the right, it only helped to press home the desperate enormity of their predicament.
‘Switch, we’re trapped up here!’
He appeared at her shoulder, breathing hard. ‘Get over to the edge, on the main road side. Quickly, go! The door won’t hold for long.’
‘Is there another fire exit or something?’ she asked, leaning over the edge of the roof.
‘Look there.’ He pointed over the top of her shoulder. She did, but all she saw was the road. There was no way down except to jump, and that was suicide.
‘What are you looking at?’ she shouted, frustration getting the better of her. Behind her something slammed against the stuck door, making it rattle.
‘About ten feet down, you see it?’
She squinted. ‘I see a wire of some kind.’
‘That’s it!’
‘What good’s that going to do us?’
He pointed across the street. ‘We ride it. It attaches to that building over there, the lower one. To an antenna mast on its roof. We get off there, it breaks the scent. The Huntsman can’t follow us. It’ll take ages for it to find our scent again, by which time we’ll be well ahead.’
Marta tugged on a loose braid of hair at her neck. ‘We can’t ride–’
‘If you can jump on to a moving fucking train you can jump on to a stationary fucking wire!’ he shouted. Marta stared, shocked, but as the creature slammed against the door again behind them, she knew he was right. ‘Now get your ass on that damn wire!’ he yelled, shoving her towards the roof edge.
She wrapped her hands through the leather straps on her clawboard and felt a sudden energy pulsing through her arms and legs, that fire that she so loved. It was the board that did it. Always.
She turned back to Switch, flashing a wild grin. ‘If this goes wrong, I’ll see you wherever.’ Then, with the clawboard held out in front of her, she jumped over the edge. 
For a moment she was in freefall, with the ground racing up towards her, then the hooks caught on the wire that connected the two buildings, her shoulders jerked and she was hanging there, her feet dangling high above the road.
She had worried that the wire would be too weak to hold her, or otherwise too elastic and would bounce her right back off, but it was thick and it felt strong. It had a little flex but not enough to throw her off, but as she hung there, a hundred and fifty feet off the ground, she realised they had another problem.
‘Switch, I’m not moving!’ she shouted. ‘It’s thick rubber casing. It’s got too much grip!’
‘Shit,’ he muttered, leaning over the edge above her. Then: ‘The downward slant should be enough. Swing your legs back and forth, get some momentum.’
Marta kicked her legs out and felt herself move forward a few inches. ‘It’s working!’
‘Hang on. I’ll try to help you.’ After one last glance back towards the blocked door, he climbed over the edge, hanging on by one hand, his clawboard in the other. He jumped, hooked the wire behind her with his board and held on to a metal fixture that held the wire to the wall with his other hand. He leaned his back against the wall then pushed her with his feet. She slid forward a few inches, and then slowly began to gain speed. ‘You have a bit more weight than me, so you should have more momentum,’ he shouted.
‘You’re an asshole,’ she told him. ‘But thanks.’
Switch grinned and kicked her again, just as she swung forward. She felt the rubber casing losing its resistance and she began to slide. Switch shouted something, but she was too far away now to hear clearly. The building in front rose towards her as she slid down, and she started to plan her dismount. It would be slower than from a train, at least.
‘Watch out, Marta!’
She heard him this time, and she twisted herself around to see Switch hanging maybe fifty feet behind her, moving much more slowly. His slight frame wasn’t helping him gain much speed, and he was jerking back and forth trying to move himself forward. And there, above him on the building’s roof, stood the Huntsman.
Marta couldn’t see it any more clearly than they had before. It was just a dark silhouette against the night sky, but she could see something in its hand, something metallic, something that glinted against the glow of the streetlights below.
Thang!
‘Whoah!’ Switch shouted, and Marta saw him twisting wildly again. ‘It’s shooting at me!’
Marta remembered the metal bolt she had seen in Jess’s house. It seemed ridiculous, but it looked and sounded like a crossbow.
She heard another thang followed by a thud across the street where the bolt hit, then a whizzing, winding sound as the creature loaded the next.
Marta was still looking back when she crashed into the antenna of the opposite building. With a cry of pain she twisted her clawboard off the wire and dropped to the ground. Rolling over, she managed to regain her footing and make it to the building’s edge in time to see Switch still crossing over, some way behind. He was putting on a show of mid-air acrobatics, jerking forwards and back, swinging his legs up and down.
‘Get down, Marta!’
She had been so transfixed by Switch’s skills that she had almost forgotten the Huntsman. A metal bolt thudded into the antenna housing just a foot wide of her, and, aware of her fortune, she dropped to the ground just as Switch bundled over the edge.
‘It can’t get across,’ he said, breathing hard as he crouched beside her. ‘It’s not stupid. It knows if it tries I’ll just cut the wire. Our biggest problem though is getting out without meeting it on the way up.’
‘How do we do that?’
She sensed rather than saw him grin in the dark. ‘We run like rabbits with fire crackers up our asses. And then some.’
He was on his feet before she started to laugh, moving away from her to look for a way down into the building. As she heard him kick a door in and call for her to follow, she wondered if this was what madness felt like.
She glanced back across the street at the other building. The Huntsman still stood there, a darker shadow against the night, watching her. Perhaps confused by their escape, perhaps amused by its prey’s wiliness, perhaps merely considering what to do next, it was observing her calmly, the crossbow that hung idly by its side glinting in the light of the street below.
There was no way to tell what was going through its mind, but going through her own was the realization that she had just cheated death, and that she was probably going to have to do it again in the days to come.
She turned away and hurried after Switch.
 



Chapter Twenty: Escape
 
Paul was off the train almost before it had stopped, pushing through the crowds and up the stairs to the ticket gates. Out on the street he found a bus had just pulled in, and he jumped aboard even though it was barely half a mile to his house. He was so tired he could barely move anymore, but it was also another chance to throw them off the scent.
He jumped off again five minutes later outside the building in which he lived with his brother. Once, 14 Monument Square had been their family home, and Paul could still remember having good times here before the air darkened, the perimeter wall gates shut permanently and the guns appeared on the streets.
The day after the Governor passed the law prohibiting anyone to leave the city without a permit, Paul had watched from his bedroom window as tanks rolled into Monument Square, dispersing hordes of protesters. Eight years old that day, still a year and a half before Owen came into the world, Paul saw his first death, a young man with dark hair and glasses, wearing a student-friendly anti-war t-shirt and an old pair of jeans. Even through the glass Paul had heard the crunch as the body went under the tank.
The boy had been his older brother, Gareth. Just sixteen, he was killed outside their front door. He wasn’t the only one, but he was the only one that mattered that day to Paul’s family, and their lives, until then peaceful, were shattered.
Owen fulfilled some of their mother’s desire for a replacement, as his birth was the only thing that ameliorated her sorrow. That she saw her dead son in the eyes of her newborn was probably one of the reasons why, when Paul was just thirteen and Owen four, she chose suicide as a way out.
Their father too, was dead by the time Paul was fifteen. Weighed down by loss and sorrow, he was unable to cope with two young boys. Paul came home from school one day to find his father had gone. A suitcase was missing from the cupboard in his parents’ bedroom, as were some of his father’s clothes. There was no note.
Paul had let Owen believe their father might still be alive, but he knew otherwise. There was nowhere to go and their father had been weak; he hadn’t had the strength for adventure.
The first few weeks afterwards had been a struggle. That day had proved Paul’s last at school, and his next had been part begging, part petty theft. He had lacked the skills for it, getting beaten up, chased by the police and by his intended targets. Then one day he had been caught trying to lift someone’s wallet, and the man pressing a knife to his throat had offered him two ways out. One was death. Paul chose the other. He found there was a demand for this kind of work, and he quickly got good. With his face pressed against a concrete floor in an abandoned building or on his knees in a dark alley with rough hands gripping the back of his head, the money came. And the money meant food and clothes for him and Owen. Sometimes, you did what you had to do.
He pushed in through the door and hurried up the stairs to the third floor landing. The whole building had once belonged to their family, but his mother’s death had prompted his father to downsize, splitting the house up into three, making some renovations and subletting out the two lower sections as self-containing flats. It was the last genuinely useful thing his father did, and despite a succession of short-lived tenants on the middle floor, a long-term tenant in the bottom floor flat who paid rent on time was a godsend.
‘Owen?’ he shouted. ‘You home?’
His brother didn’t respond. As he reached their door Paul prayed he wasn’t too late. The flat was unlocked. He dropped his clawboard by the front door and burst in.
‘Owen? Owen! Where are you? Owen!’
He crashed through into the kitchen, the door thudding back against the wall. On the table in the centre of the room were a half-eaten sandwich and quarter of a glass of orange cordial. There was no sign of a struggle.
He heard a sound behind him and spun on his heels.
‘What’s with the door slamming and the shouting?’ Owen stood in the doorway, wearing a t-shirt and shorts. His arms were folded. ‘I was just watching a movie, all right?’
At the relief of seeing his brother alive, unharmed, and as cocky as ever, Paul’s legs sagged. He gripped the edge of the table for support. ‘Thank God you’re okay,’ he said.
Owen just gave an adolescent’s nonchalant shrug. ‘Of course,’ he grunted.
‘Listen. You have to get some stuff together. Spare clothes, money if you have any, and anything essential or that you can’t bear to part with. Keep it small, keep it light. Just one rucksack.’
‘But I’m watching a movie! It’s only halfway through!’
Paul slammed a hand down on the table. ‘This is important, Owen. We’re in danger. We have to go away for a while.’
Owen raised an eyebrow. ‘Who’s after you?’
‘Trust me, you don’t want to know. But if you don’t hurry up, you might find out.’
Owen grinned. ‘Are we going on an adventure?’
‘Yeah, I guess you could call it that.’
‘Cool.’ Owen turned and rushed off to his room. Paul did the same, picking through the cupboards first for some lightweight packets of dried food: fruit, noodles, soup, as much as he thought he could carry while running. He had no idea when they might eat again. Then, with the food and some basic toiletries stuffed into a small bag, he rushed through into his bedroom and filled the rest of the bag with spare underwear and another sweatshirt. From under his bed he grabbed an old clawboard Owen might need, and jammed it into the bag behind his clothes. Rummaging through the drawers of the bedside tables, he found what little money they had left, enough to buy them food for a few days. Then, hauling the bag up over his shoulder, heavier than he’d hoped, he turned back to the door.
An object on the desk to the right caught his attention. He moved closer, his heart caught in his throat. He reached out and picked the object up.
Out of the photo frame his parents smiled at him, his father with his arm around his mother, who was holding an infant Owen in her arms. Paul, age twelve, stood to his father’s left, a big grin on his face, a mop of light brown hair sprouting out of his head, blue eyes still unobstructed by the glasses he had started wearing at seventeen.
Above their heads, big white capital letters read, LONDON ZOO.
Thinking back, it must have been less than a year before the zoo closed, and it was the last happy time Paul could remember, before his mother slipped into depression. Had Gareth been there it would have been perfect.
He opened up the picture frame, took out the photograph, and stuffed it into his bag.
In the kitchen he found Owen waiting. ‘I’m ready!’ his brother announced with a huge smile, as if had been waiting for this chance all his life.
‘Christ, Owen, don’t you have a coat or something?’
‘It’s by the door.’
Paul nodded. ‘Right, let’s go.’ He led the way to the front door. As he picked up his clawboard and pulled open the door, he looked back at his brother. ‘Owen, I said one bag.’
His brother had one bag over his shoulder and was dragging another one along the ground. ‘Ah, come on. It’s just some comic books and a few movies. I don’t want some bastard looting the flat and getting all my black market stuff.’
‘Owen, we have to travel light.’
His brother looked about to argue back, then his expression changed. His eyes had drifted past Paul, out into the stairway. ‘Er, Paul, there’s some guy down there. How the hell did he get in? Did you forget to lock the bottom door?’
Paul felt a chill pass through him as he looked down the stairs to see the Huntsman standing outside the door of the middle flat, facing up the stairs towards them. Under its hood its eyes were shadowed, but its dog-like mouth seemed to grin.
‘Tube Rider…’
Paul reached back, grabbed the bag of Owen’s loot and flung it as hard as he could down the stairs. The Huntsman lifted its arms to fight off a hail of books, DVDs, Blu-Rays and ancient VHS tapes. One heavy volume that Owen loved, something about a boy wizard, struck it square in the forehead. The Huntsman howled and slumped to its knees.
As Owen was gasping, ‘What the fuck is that?’, Paul was slamming the door, pulling the deadbolts and a larger anti-theft bar across to buy them some time.
‘You got weapons? Is there another way out of here?’ Paul shouted.
‘What? Just a screwdriver, couple of kitchen knives. I’m just the kid, you’re the hero!’
‘Let’s hope so.’ Paul tried to think quickly. ‘Okay. Back into Mum and Dad’s room, we can get out the window.’
‘We’re fifty feet off the ground!’
‘I know, but I’ve seen what that thing can do! I’d rather jump than stay here. Now go!’
They rushed through into the bedroom. Paul heard the Huntsman pound on the front door a couple of times, heard the handle rattle, then silence, followed a moment later by a loud crack. The handle shook. The Huntsman had shot it with something and broken the lock, but the deadbolts still held it shut.
‘Come on, Paul!’
Paul realised he’d been transfixed, while in the meantime Owen had pulled the window open and thrown his bag down on to the street.
‘How am I supposed to get down?’
‘The drainpipe,’ Paul said. ‘Climbed a tree before, haven’t you?’
‘Trees have a bit more grip, though!’
A splintering sound came from behind them. Paul tossed his bag out of the window, watched it fall a frightening distance and then land with a loud crunch.
‘Hurry!’
Owen was already out on the pipe, trying to twist himself around and get a decent grip before starting his descent. He looked irritated rather than scared, which was how Paul felt.
‘Hurry up, Owen–’
The front door burst open and something stumbled in, too fast for Paul to see clearly. It was off-balance and limping.
‘…Rider…’
It veered towards them, one furred, wiry arm loose of the robe, wires beneath its skin clearly visible. The other hand was clutching at something at its waist, something that gleamed metallic under the kitchen light.
It reached the bedroom doorway then jerked sideways as it collided with the doorframe. It staggered across the room and the hood fell back from its face. Paul’s mouth fell open as he saw the jumble of wires snaking back and forth across the creature’s scalp, above one blind eye and another that oozed blood. He had got lucky. The Huntsman had an old war wound, and Owen’s book had hit its remaining good eye. It pursued them now by sense of smell alone.
Owen was still struggling with the drainpipe. Paul watched as the Huntsman dropped into a crouch, the claws on one hand scraping at the carpet, the other still fumbling blindly at a weapon beneath its robe. Its bloody eye flicked back and forth. Its teeth were bared and its nose wrinkled as it sniffed the air.
Paul couldn’t breathe. His whole body tingled as though his heart had stopped and he was caught in the moment between life and death. He stared at the Huntsman as it crouched by the door less than ten feet away.
As Owen shouted ‘Paul!’, the Huntsman leapt at him.
He reacted instinctively. One hand was curled around the leather strap of the clawboard at his side. As the Huntsman flew at him he jerked it up, swinging it round as though he were trying to swat a fly.
The clawboard struck the Huntsman square in the face. Its momentum carried it forward on to him and his nostrils filled with a pungent mix of blood, animal, and machinery. Then it fell past him, rolling across the floor into the corner.
‘Is it dead? Shit, is it dead?’
It took Paul a moment to collect himself and realise he wasn’t dead. ‘I don’t know. Get down the fucking pipe!’
‘I’m going!’
Paul backed away towards the window as Owen started down. The Huntsman had fallen in a heap, and at first didn’t seem to be alive. To kill one of the legendary abominations so easily didn’t seem possible, and as he hooked one foot over the window ledge it shuddered and began to turn back towards him, body low to the ground, arms caught underneath it. As he watched, one arm freed itself and rose towards him. Gripped in its clawed fingers was a small metal crossbow.
Paul ducked as a quarrel slammed into the window frame less than five inches from his face. The Huntsman growled, then began to fumble with another bolt in the mechanism. Paul glanced down, saw his brother standing below him holding both rucksacks, then quickly shimmied down, his clawboard still attached to him by one leather strap, tapping against the plastic pipe as he went.
‘You okay?’ Owen asked, as Paul jumped off the drainpipe and staggered over to him.
Paul tried to smile. ‘I’m still alive, that’s good enough.’ He pointed up at the window. ‘I’d say we have about a minute before that thing is back on its feet and after us. Let’s make it count.’
‘Where to?’
‘The station.’
They started off in a run, rucksacks slung over their shoulders. Paul held his clawboard under one arm.
On the way, he said: ‘There’s something I’d better tell you. Something you’re going to need to know about if we’re going to avoid those things in future.’
Owen nodded towards the clawboard. ‘It’s about that skateboard thing of yours, isn’t it?’
Paul nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s right. But it’s not a skateboard.’
‘Of course not, it doesn’t have any wheels.’ In the dark, Paul sensed Owen raising one eyebrow at him. His little brother said, ‘Hence the expression, “skateboard thing”…’
 



Chapter Twenty-One: Gathering
 
The huge portable television screen was set up on the back of a stationary truck parked on St. Cannerwells High Street. A large crowd had gathered around it, a line of police in front of them. Switch and Marta stood near the back, in the dark recesses of a cubbyhole stairway up to a tall town house.
The screen showed a press conference. A middle-aged man had just taken the stage. A voiceover announced, ‘The Foreign Secretary, Mr. Douglas Lewitt, will read the following statement, made earlier today by our Great Leader, Maxim Cale, Lord Governor of Mega Britain.’
Marta glanced at Switch. He was staring at the screen with undisguised hatred. ‘Fucking typical to send his minions,’ he spat. ‘Too scared to show his ugly ass face even on television.’
‘Shhh!’ she cautioned. ‘He does have some supporters, you know. And most of them are carrying guns.’
On the screen, Lewitt cleared his throat. ‘”Dear Patrons of Mega Britain,”’ he read. ‘“Many of you will be aware of the explosion that rocked our streets earlier today. This was due to an explosive device that detonated inside Westminster Underground station. An as yet unconfirmed number of civilians have died, as has, tragically, the honourable ambassador from the European Confederation, Mr. Alberto Sucro.”’
There were a few ums and ahs from the crowd. He paused to let the news sink in before continuing. ‘“Finding those responsible and bringing them to justice is currently the government’s highest priority. However, it pleases me to inform you that, due to the unrivaled ability of our own Department of Civil Affairs, the identities of those responsible are already known, and an operation has been set in motion to see these criminals brought into custody. As I speak, our best DCA agents are on their trail and we expect their apprehension within hours. In the meantime, I can only request that the general public be on their guard and stay inside where possible. There may be more insurgents acting with these terrorists, and we are yet to rule out further attacks.
“Sadness springs to our collective hearts as I say these words, and though it brings pain to me to say that death may be worthwhile, in this situation that might prove true. Mega Britain has long been troubled by insurgents and terrorist attacks from within our own borders, trying to undermine Mega Britain’s rise towards economic greatness. With the tragic death of one of their own, we can only hope to bring our cause to the hearts of the European Confederation’s wise leaders, and seek their moral and financial aid in repairing the cracks in our state caused by those who do not believe, those who do not share our vision…”’
‘That’s us, Switch,’ Marta whispered. ‘They’re trying to pin this mess on us.’
‘It’s a conspiracy,’ he replied. ‘They murdered the ambassador and staged his death to create sympathy in the EC. That fucking deformed bastard…’
Lewitt prattled on for a couple more minutes, his speech descending into general propaganda. Marta listened with disgust. As Lewitt finished off the Governor’s statement and left the stage with a barrage of questions leaping in his wake, Marta closed her eyes, remembering the carnage they’d found in her apartment.
They’d not encountered the Huntsman again, but it or another had got to her apartment before them. Two of her flatmates were dead, torn apart, their blood splashed over the carpet and across the bare walls of the squat. Another, Rob, a drifter who’d been staying with them the last few weeks, was still alive, but his eyes were wild with terror. A bloody chest injury had not been bad enough to kill him, so Marta had placed an anonymous emergency call from a payphone store a couple of streets away. Switch had made him comfortable while she grabbed a few clothes and belongings. She had whispered sorry as they left.
‘We have to go, Switch,’ Marta said, tugging on his arm. ‘The others should be waiting for us.’
He nodded, and they hurried off down the High Street. Behind them they heard people shutting down the television screen amidst a growing unease from the crowd, most of which had refused to disperse. Marta heard someone barking an order to leave the street. There were one or two shouts of defiance from the crowd, so she quickened her pace, aware that a full scale riot could break out at any moment.
The road bent away to the right, and soon the crowd was out of sight. Drunken shouts came frequently now, though, and she heard the sound of something made of glass shattering on the road, followed by a gunshot.
‘Here it goes,’ Switch muttered from in front of her.
St. Cannerwells Park came up on their right. Through the fence they could see a couple of trashcan fires, hear the sound of people laughing, making merry. For once Marta actually envied the drunks and tramps down there in the park. Their existence seemed so carefree.
Switch moved further ahead of her, jogging towards the station entrance, a dark building a hundred yards further on. She smiled a little at his self-assumed role as her protector. They had always been a unit, the Tube Riders, looking out for each other, but Switch seemed to have singled Marta out for preferential treatment. Perhaps he likes me, she thought, flashing a wry smile.
A hand fell on her shoulder. Marta jerked away, almost falling into the street. As she looked back she let out a small cry of surprise.
Simon stood behind her with Jess at his shoulder. Both looked grim.
‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’
She rubbed her chest just below her neck, as though compelling her heart to slow. It was a few seconds before she could make words come out. ‘I’m so happy to see you both,’ she said at last. ‘Really, you have no idea. Did you have any trouble making it back here?’
Simon shook his head. ‘No, we saw nothing. Maybe there’s only one. You?’
Marta nodded grimly. ‘Yeah, we ran into one. Thank God Switch was with me.’ She briefly recounted what had happened.
‘That’s terrifying. Are you sure you’re all right?’
Marta nodded. ‘Still alive is good enough right now. We haven’t seen Paul yet.’
‘He’ll be fine.’
‘I hope so.’
They headed after Switch, who was standing in the shadows of the Underground station entrance. Marta glanced at Jess as they walked; under the streetlights the other girl’s face was difficult to read. Jess hadn’t said a word yet, and her eyes were eerily distant. Her parents’ violent deaths would be near impossible to deal with, but Marta felt uneasy seeing the way Jess’s eyes had steeled. This afternoon she had been as bright and carefree as London allowed. Now, though it scared Marta to admit it, she looked almost as dangerous as the thing that had attacked them in the office building.
‘No sign of Paul,’ Switch said by way of greeting. ‘But there’s no sign of any Huntsmen either. Looks like doubling back was a good call.’
‘What time is it?’ Simon asked.
‘Just after eleven,’ Switch said. ‘The first freight trains are running about now. We can give Paul a little time. We said midnight.’
‘We’re not leaving him!’ Marta almost shouted.
Simon put a hand on her shoulder. ‘After what you told us, he might be dead. We’ll have no way of knowing.’
Marta felt tears spring to her eyes. ‘We’re not … leaving him.’
‘If the Huntsmen come before he does, we won’t have a choice,’ Switch said. ‘We run or we die. Don’t worry about Paul. He might look like a fat, balding fag, but he can look after himself. He’ll catch up.’
‘Maybe there’s just one,’ Simon said. ‘Five of us against it…’
‘When it’s running straight at you I’ll let you say that again,’ Switch replied. ‘I picked up some shit on the street, but ... fuck, man, seeing that thing up close, I don’t know.’ He shook his head. ‘Come on, let’s get inside. At least by the tracks we have an escape route.’
Down in the station, Marta and Simon sat down against the wall near the breakfall mats. Jess stood nearby, a few feet apart. Switch was restless, patrolling up and down the platform, knives occasionally appearing in his hands only to vanish again.
The minutes ticked past. The trains were becoming less and less frequent as services wound down for the night. In the minutes between trains the station had a peaceful warmth to it, an echoing, thought-provoking calm.
With her head resting on the wall, Marta realised they had no plan after this. Ride the freight trains away from here, get out of London. Was it even that simple? Were there no checkpoints, no guards?
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of running feet. She jumped up and turned towards the stairs as Switch jogged over from the platform edge, a serrated knife in each hand. Jess had turned too, lips curled back in a snarl of anger. Simon had been dozing and had yet to climb to his feet.
Two shadows appeared on the stairs, followed moments later by Paul and a much younger boy whom Marta assumed was Owen, Paul’s brother. They’d never met him before, though Paul had often talked of bringing him when he was older. Without his parents around, Paul was a father to Owen, and Paul had said no sane father would let a twelve-year-old kid hang off the side of a train. Now, though, Owen was carrying a clawboard Marta recognised as one of Paul’s old ones. It pained her to realise he’d get even less practice at it than Jess had, and she broke out into a hot sweat as she realised just how many holes there were in their plan.
‘Paul,’ she said with relief, and started to move towards him.
Paul put up a hand. ‘No time for greetings, guys. We’ve got company.’
‘What?’
They were waiting for us. Outside!’
‘They?’
‘In the park, waiting to trap us. They broke cover just as Owen and me reached the entrance. Quick, into the tunnels. It’s our only chance!’
Marta’s heart filled with dread. Above them came the sound of more running feet. It didn’t sound like the Huntsmen, though; the footfalls were too heavy.
Again she realised how stupid they’d been. The Huntsmen might be erratic tracking machines, but they were working for the Department of Civil Affairs. It should have been obvious that the DCA might watch St. Cannerwells in case they came back, but in their blind fear they hadn’t realised. Of course they’d not seen them before; the DCA wanted to catch them all together.
‘Not so fast,’ a man’s voice said from behind them. They turned to see a DCA agent descending from the other stairway, the one which led up to the blocked entrance. Back the way they’d come in, two other men jogged down the stairs. All three had guns.
‘He was there,’ Jess hissed. ‘When they killed the ambassador. He was one of them. Those bastards started this.’ She started to walk towards him, but Marta put a hand on her shoulder. ‘What?’ Jess growled.
‘That’s suicide.’
One of the agents held his gun in the air. ‘That’s all of them,’ Mr. Vincent. We appear to have collected an extra one too. Want us to kill them now?’
Vincent, the leader, held up a hand. ‘Wait! Are you sure the Huntsmen have been called off? The last thing we want is those fucking monsters spoiling the party.’
‘Four are captive, but one has gone AWOL,’ the man shouted back. ‘We’ve lost the frequency on the fifth.’
‘We’re that important that they sent five Huntsmen after us?’ Marta whispered to Paul. ‘Holy shit.’
The one called Vincent laughed. ‘Well, you kids are cleverer than I thought. How did you manage to kill one of them?’
No one answered. They had backed away towards the centre of the platform, where a large supporting pillar offered cover in the space where a confectionary stand and some vending machines had once stood. As Marta shouted, ‘Get to cover!’ they darted towards it, dodging out of sight just as a gun went off and a bullet cracked into the platform not far from them, causing tile shards to shower their feet.
Don’t shoot, damn it!’ Vincent shouted. ‘I want them alive!’
Beside Marta, Paul whispered, ‘Where’s Switch?’
Marta realised the little man wasn’t among them, and risked a glance out towards Vincent. There she saw him, standing alone on the platform, fifty feet from the DCA leader. Switch held a knife in one hand. The other had vanished, back into his jacket, she assumed. He advanced slowly like a true street fighter, swaying from side to side, ready to drop and roll at any moment.
‘Switch, for God’s sake, get back!’ Marta hissed, remembering his earlier words: we have something to battle for. He wanted to go down fighting, but against trained, armed, DCA men, Switch had little chance.
‘Well, I guess killing one won’t matter,’ Vincent said, cocking his gun. ‘I’d hoped we could use you, maybe, but it’s no skin off my–’
As fast as Marta had ever seen, Switch drew something from under his coat then dropped and rolled just as a bullet passed through the space he’d been standing in. As the gunshot died away a sharp hammering sound rang out across the empty station and into the tunnels. Vincent screamed and fell to the ground, clutching at his leg.
‘Wow, that was fucking cool,’ Owen said, just before Paul pulled him back out of sight.
‘Where the hell did he get a nail gun?’ Simon asked, holding on to Jess, who was trying to rush out and join the fight.
‘Get off me, Simon!’
Vincent’s gun went off again, impossibly loud, the bullet ricocheting off the ground just inches from Switch, who was still rolling across the platform. Vincent was hurt but not dead; Switch had just bought them a little time.
‘Fuck this … ahhhh … just kill them!’
Gunshots cracked from the other direction. Paul and Simon moved to the other side of the alcove, crouched low, clawboards held like clubs. Jess had pulled a huge bread knife out of her bag and passed another to an insanely grinning Owen. Marta reached under her shirt and grabbed her pepper spray can.
Switch rolled over the platform’s edge and down on to the track. Vincent was moaning in pain while trying to reload his gun. A train suddenly roared past and Marta gasped as it passed through where Switch had fallen.
‘Let’s rush them,’ Jess said behind her. ‘They’re scared. We have to take them before they call in the things again.’
As if in response, a gunshot cracked, and a small explosion of broken tiles and mortar from the roof showered them from above.
‘See?’ Jess said. ‘They can’t even aim.’
Marta stole another glance, this time back towards the front entrance. The two DCA agents were crouching at the bottom of the stairs, blocking the only way out.
She frowned as a shadow fell on the steps behind the two men. Huntsmen? She glanced out again. In the moment before she pulled her face out of sight of their guns, she saw what looked like a woman, being pulled along by something on a leash–
#
Dreggo had caught the Huntsman outside in St. Cannerwells Park. Blind, it had been stumbling about like a drunk down near the old pond, not far from a group of tramps drinking homebrewed spirits around a pile of burning benches and old chairs. Using the metal lid of a trashcan until she was close enough to use her knives, she’d battered the creature, finally sending it into some form of unconsciousness by smashing its head against the low wall that edged the pond. A piece of old rope made a suitable leash.
The buzzing in her head had told her all she needed to know, and she’d slipped back to St. Cannerwells and staked out the DCA units, themselves laying siege. She knew from the transmissions that the other Huntsmen had been called in and restrained. The signal had been faint, but she’d realised the fifth was still alive and getting closer, its receivers damaged but still following the mission. She didn’t know what had happened to it, but captured, it was a weapon unlike any other.
She’d failed to track the Tube Riders; their scent had been too faint. The Huntsman, however, had a stronger smell, one she knew well. She’d taken it by surprise; it hadn’t been hunting for her.
Its face was caked with blood and both its eyes were useless, but its sense of smell was as good as ever. Among her personal armoury was a police-issued stun-shocker, and with it tied to a piece of old railing she was able to keep the newly conscious Huntsman squirming at the end of the rope. It was damaged goods, but it was still far more dangerous than a gun.
The two men at the foot of the stairs didn’t even see it coming. They were focused on keeping the Tube Riders trapped, and the Huntsman had slashed the throat of one and torn the arm off the other almost before they knew it was there. One of them got a shot off, puncturing the Huntsman’s shoulder. The creature screamed in rage as its claws and teeth finished the man off.
‘Come out, Tube Riders,’ Dreggo shouted. She jabbed the Huntsman with her makeshift stun weapon. ‘Come out, it’s safe. I’m on your side now.’
#
Marta saw Dreggo descend the stairs, saw the captured Huntsman maul the two DCA agents and leave their bodies on the ground. She also heard what Dreggo said and realised they might have no choice but to trust her.
‘There’s another one!’ she shouted, and glanced back towards Vincent. The leader of the DCA was crawling towards them, gasping in pain as he dragged his injured leg. A trail of blood followed him, a dark shadow under the emergency lights.
‘What the bloody hell is going on here?’ Paul muttered.
‘Just keep down and wait for a chance,’ Simon answered.
‘This is like a computer game,’ was Owen’s contribution, while Jess stayed silent.
‘Hey, you! Drop your gun, or I loose this thing on you!’ Dreggo shouted at Vincent.
Marta glanced out to see Vincent lifting his gun. He aimed in Dreggo’s general direction and pulled the trigger, but instead of a gunshot there was just an empty click.
‘Ah, fuck,’ he muttered, and tossed the gun away.
‘Come out, Tube Riders,’ Dreggo repeated.
‘She doesn’t have a gun by the look of things,’ Paul said.
‘She has a whole lot worse,’ Jess said.
‘Let’s go.’ Marta stepped out into view. ‘What’s this about, Dreggo?’
The leader of the Cross Jumpers approached them with the Huntsman still ahead of her, crouched low to the ground. It looked more feral than the one that had chased Marta and Switch.
‘I think we can help each other,’ Dreggo said. ‘I want a way out of this city, and in exchange I can protect you.’
The others came up beside Marta. ‘Who says we need protection?’ Paul said.
‘You’d be dead if it wasn’t for me,’ Dreggo replied. ‘Or you would have been as soon as you tried to run.’ She came closer, prodding the Huntsman along in front of her.
‘That’s the one Paul got,’ Owen said, eyes filled with awe. ‘Man, you smashed it up bad.’
Dreggo moved past the Tube Riders, who backed off away from the Huntsman. Ten feet from Vincent, she stopped.
‘Looks like your plan didn’t quite work out,’ she said.
‘Who the fuck are you?’
Dreggo smiled. ‘Don’t you remember me? I’m the one that got away. Give my regards to your witchdoctor friends. We’ll be seeing you.’
‘Fuck you. Release that thing and get it over with.’
‘You really want me to?’ She let out a little slack and the Huntsman jerked forwards, jaws snapping, making Vincent flinch. Dreggo turned away. To the others she said, ‘Together we’ll be safer. I have a ... history with these people. I can use it to help –’
Marta gasped as a hand snaked up from below the platform edge and gripped Dreggo’s ankle, pulling hard. She cried out in surprise and fell backwards to the ground, the leash and the pole slipping out of her hands. For a moment everything seemed to freeze: Vincent, lying on the ground, wide-eyed; the Huntsman, crouched at Dreggo’s feet; Switch, climbing up off the tracks; Marta and the others, caught in the middle.
Everyone was staring at the Huntsman.
It hesitated just a second, as if deciding where the pain it remembered clearest had come from. Then it leapt at Dreggo, its claws and maw ripping and tearing. Dreggo screamed and tried to throw it off her. They rolled away across the platform. Dreggo, despite her strength, was no match for the incensed Huntsman.
‘Quick,’ Switch shouted. ‘We have to move now.’
‘What about him?’ Marta said.
‘Fuck him.’
‘We’ll catch you!’ Vincent shouted. ‘We’ll hunt you down–’
Owen stepped forward and kicked Vincent in the face. The DCA agent slumped back against the ground. ‘Just shut up, man…’
Switch grinned. ‘Nice footwork, little bro!’
‘Guys, this isn’t over!’
Marta pointed. The Huntsman had won the fight. Dreggo’s bloody, mutilated body lay limply on the dusty tiles. The beast pulled something out of the ruins of her clothes and turned back towards them, clawed hands gripping a silver crossbow. Switch said, ‘Its mission!’
The Huntsman’s blind head swung back and forth, nose twitching at the air. Then it stopped still, frozen. Slowly, its lips curled back in a snarl
‘I have an idea!’ Simon shouted. ‘Get across the tracks now!’
Paul pushed Owen in front of him. Simon grabbed Jess’s hand and pulled her behind him, though at first the girl seemed to want to stand and fight.
‘What about the DCA guy?’ Marta shouted to Switch, who was already across. She pointed at Vincent’s still body.
‘Forget him,’ Switch replied. ‘If it wants dessert, too bad.’
Marta was the last to jump. As she crossed over the tracks and landed heavily on the other side, she heard a whirring sound behind her, and looked back to see the Huntsman loading the crossbow.
‘There’s a train coming,’ Simon shouted, pointing at the tunnel where the faint glow of headlights had come on amid the growing roar of an engine. ‘Come on, you bastard, jump!’ He picked up a loose tile and threw it at the Huntsman. The tile struck the creature in the chest, and it jerked in Simon’s direction, teeth bared, the crossbow lifting. Simon took another step forward.
‘Come on!’ he shouted again. ‘It’s fucking Pancake Day, you bastard!’
‘Watch out!’ Marta said. ‘Don’t make it jump too soon!’
Jess and Switch had joined him in goading the Huntsman. It snarled again then bounded forward, the crossbow going off with a zipping sound as it leapt out over the tracks.
Simon’s body jerked. He screamed and staggered a few steps, then dropped to his knees. The Huntsman, more agile than they had expected, landed easily on their side of the platform with the train still back in the tunnel. Its free hand swiped at Jess, claws raking the air, the other still holding the crossbow. Simon now lay on the ground, clutching at his shoulder. Paul, nearest, swung his clawboard at it, only for the Huntsman to swat it away. Switch darted forward with a knife raised, but it was Owen, slipping behind the Huntsman and clubbing the back of its legs with Paul’s old clawboard which caused it to lose balance. As Switch’s knife flashed again, the Huntsman jerked backwards and fell out over the tracks, into the path of the train.
For a second the train’s warning horn sounded low and hollow. Then the Huntsman was gone as the train thundered past.
As the train rushed away, the others crowded around Simon. The crossbow bolt protruded from his right shoulder and his shirt was soaked with blood.
‘I’m okay, I’m fine,’ he whined, gritting his teeth.
‘Help him up,’ Marta said. ‘Can you still ride, Simon?’
‘I’ll try.’
‘We have to leave now.’
‘I know.’
Marta glanced at the others. Paul’s face was ashen, while Switch was busy picking bits of cloth out of the teeth of his knife. Owen was reliving the strike which led to the Huntsman’s death, while Jess was stone-faced, staring at Simon as though he were already dead. Marta felt cold inside looking at Jess; the girl she’d met earlier was gone, perhaps forever. But then, she reflected, perhaps there was a part of all of them that was gone now.
Behind them, across the track, Vincent had regained consciousness and was barking orders into a mobile phone. ‘They’re here. Quickly, free the rest of them!’
Jess turned away from Simon and picked the Huntsman’s crossbow up off the platform. She turned it over in her hands as though she were inspecting a piece of fruit. Then, with a brief shrug, she pulled a metal quarrel out of a pocket on the side, fed it into the crossbow’s mechanism and pressed a button. Marta heard a whirring sound and saw a metal spring drawing back. Jess looked up at the others, face blank. Without a word she turned and walked across to the trackside.
Marta followed her. ‘Don’t kill him,’ she said, meaning Vincent. ‘That makes us no better than them.’
‘Do you think I care? I will kill him, but he has to wait his turn.’
Marta followed Jess’s gaze down on to the tracks. What was left of the Huntsman lay there, across the rails. One arm was completely gone, and one leg from the knee down lay between the tracks about twenty feet in front of it. The other arm was mangled and half its torso hung open. Blood pumped out of a long chest wound. Marta saw wires and what looked like metal plating inside, alongside the tissues of a body that had once been human.
And yet it was still alive, its head trying to rise, a low groan coming from its throat.
‘Good God, what does it take to kill those things?’
Jess didn’t answer. Slowly, she lifted the crossbow. ‘For my mother and my father, for everyone else … die, you fucking … prick.’
She pulled the trigger. The bolt slammed into the Huntsman’s face just below the blinded eye. There was a popping sound followed by a crackle of electricity and then the monster was finally still.
Jess pulled out another bolt. Behind them came the sound of another approaching train.
‘This is our ride,’ Switch said.
‘I don’t leave until he’s dead,’ Jess replied, waving the crossbow at Vincent, who was cursing and grunting in pain as he tried to pull a nail out of his leg.
‘We don’t have time!’ Switch shouted. ‘Stay with him and die together if you fucking like, girl, but we have to go now!’ As Switch spoke, four dark shadows poured down the station steps, rushing across the platform towards them. Marta’s jaw dropped; it was like facing the door to Hell itself seeing the snapping, nightmarish horde come on, some moving like men, others bounding like dogs.
‘We’re going to die unless we’re on that train!’ Paul shouted.
Marta looked at Switch. He had his nail gun in one hand, but his face was pale, hopeless. Even he knew they had no chance against so many.
‘Remember what I told you,’ Paul said to Owen. ‘Don’t let me down, brother.’
Owen, endlessly cheerful, nodded. ‘I’m a Tube Rider now,’ he said, hefting the clawboard Paul had given him.
‘Please don’t get hurt,’ Paul said.
‘Run, jump, hook,’ Owen recalled.
‘You got it, now go! I love you, kid.’
Owen grimaced. ‘Man, shut up. Christ.’
The train rushed in. Marta heard Jess screaming at Simon to ‘Run, one last time, just run!’’, and then she was running after Paul and Owen herself. In these moments, she reflected, it was everyone for him or herself; if someone fell they were on their own. No one could go back.
Two of the Huntsmen had crossed in front of the train. As Marta caught, she saw them stumble as they tried to turn too quickly. In front of her, Paul and Owen were safely caught, Owen whooping his delight as his board hooked on to the metal rail. Just behind her, Switch caught the rail, and she leaned forward to see beyond him to where Simon, his face contorted with pain, had just jumped. His board caught the edge then slipped safely inside the rail. He howled in pain as the train jerked his injured shoulder, his eyes squeezing shut, veins protruding from the backs of his hands as he struggled to hold on. Jess, at the back, caught the rail then quickly freed one hand and pulled the crossbow from her belt. As the nearest Huntsman leapt forward, its claws reaching, she aimed and fired. The bolt hit the Huntsman in the shoulder, enough to knock it back into the one coming behind. They tumbled to the ground as the train roared into the tunnel.
‘Hang on!’ she screamed as the cold wind and the dark enveloped them. She could only hope the others had enough strength left to listen.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two: Aftermath
 
Vincent could think of no other plan than to play dead as the Huntsmen, freed on his command, rushed into the station. The Tube Riders were out of sight behind the moving train, and a moment later it was gone, taking them with it. Two Huntsmen were on his side of the tracks, two on the other. Vincent thought for a moment he was the next victim, but then, howling like a pack of rabid wolves, the Huntsmen leapt down on to the tracks and bounded away into the tunnel.
As silence descended, Vincent climbed to his feet. Three nails had hit him in the thigh. One had fallen loose while the other two were imbedded deep and wouldn’t move. Every time he touched them bolts of pain lanced up his side.
Still, moving slowly, he could walk. He found himself marveling at the resourcefulness of the Tube Riders; the skinny, odd-looking one in particular. He hoped to put a bullet in that one personally.
A few feet away lay the body of the girl who had captured the blind Huntsman. Vincent hobbled over and looked down.
It had mauled her bad enough that she would never need to worry about boyfriends again, he thought darkly, but underneath the blood he could see the slow rise and fall of her chest. A small moan when he nudged her with his foot confirmed that she still lived.
I’m the one who got away. He knew what she meant, of course. There was no way a normal human could have survived such a mauling. And if what she claimed was true, Vincent thought, maybe she could be of some use to them.
#
Leland Clayton was pissed. Climbing from the car outside the abandoned station, it was all he could do not to draw his gun and flick off the safety. Vincent had gone above his authority, ordering the Huntsmen called off in an attempt to ambush the Tube Riders. Clayton, whose idea it had been to stake out the station in case one or more might return, had expected to view their bodies only after the Huntsmen had finished. Just minutes ago, though, Vincent had called him and muttered some lame excuse that an “altered” plan had failed, and that the Tube Riders had escaped, but not to worry because the Huntsmen were once again on their trail.
Vincent, vying for commendation from the Governor, had gone behind Clayton’s back again. Maybe, Clayton reflected, this was one time too many.
Inside the station, he found Vincent leaning against the wall, a couple of aides tending to a wound in the younger agent’s leg.
‘Okay, so what the fuck just happened here?’ Clayton’s fingers had gone to the gun again, and he purposefully pulled his hand away and stuck it in his trouser pocket.
Vincent yelped in pain as one of the aides dabbed his leg with antiseptic. ‘I’m sorry, Clayton. It was my fault–’
‘You’re damn right it was. We’re under orders from the Governor himself to take those kids out. He ordered the Huntsmen, and you ordered them off. I know you want my job, Vincent, you damn fool, but surely you value your fucking life?’
Vincent looked at the ground. ‘I’m sorry, I thought they might be more useful alive.’
‘Which is why you had them pinned down by two gunmen, both of whom are now dead?’
‘They were just to help … negotiations. I was fully expecting the fugitives to give themselves up.’
‘And instead you got taken out with what? A nail gun? You, a DCA agent, gets taken out by a kid with a fucking power tool?’ Clayton was too angry to laugh. ‘You’re a fucking disgrace, Vincent. I’d demote you to sorting mail if it wouldn’t embarrass me to explain why.’
‘I was surprised. And that thing over there, she took out my men.’
Clayton looked over his shoulder. ‘The dead girl? One: who the fuck is she, and two: please explain to me, Vincent, how did she manage to kill two agents?’
Vincent raised a hand. His look had taken on a familiar smugness that Clayton always wanted to punch off his face. ‘Firstly, she’s not dead. And she took out my men by setting a Huntsman on them. A Huntsman she somehow managed to capture. Tell me, how the fuck did she do that?’
Clayton rolled his eyes. ‘It gets better. Who is she?’
Vincent smiled. ‘She’s the one that got away.’
‘God help you Vincent, if you smile at me again you’re going under the next fucking train–’
‘She’s half Huntsman.’
‘What?’
‘Go look at her. She’s been modified.’ For a moment Vincent grimaced and clutched at his leg. ‘And for some reason she was chasing them too,’ he continued through gritted teeth. ‘I thought she might be of some use.’
Clayton narrowed his eyes. His anger still boiled but he was remembering something Dr. Karmski had said about an escapee. That, though, he would deal with in time. ‘So, Vincent, you’re telling me you managed to lose everyone we’re after in order to bring me someone who “might be of some use”? Jesus Christ. Get yourself to the hospital and get out of my fucking sight.’
Clayton walked away from Vincent towards the bloody body on the ground. Vincent was right; wires protruding from her forehead and the glimmer of metal beneath the skin where she’d be mauled told him she’d been modified all right. Clayton felt a funny tickle go down his neck. He knew the government’s so-called “researchers” took kids off the streets for this. She might have been a perfectly normal girl, walking home from a café, cinema, whatever, when a bag was pulled over her head and the next thing she knew she was strapped to a chair in a room full of scientific equipment. Now she’d ended up like this, almost more metal than human. And he considered her one of the lucky ones. He didn’t know everything about what happened in those evil underground laboratories, but he knew that a vast number of mistakes were made before the “lucky” few ended up as Huntsmen.
He felt like putting a foot on her neck and saving her from more pain, but his curiosity got the better of him. And like Vincent had said, maybe she would be of some use.
‘Hey!’ he shouted back to one of his agents. ‘Get a couple of men over here with a stretcher. We need help for this one. Make sure you secure her arms though. She might be dangerous.’
As the man ran off, Clayton walked to the edge of the track and stared down the tunnel in the direction Vincent said the Tube Riders had gone. The Huntsmen were out there somewhere, running hard, nearly inexhaustible. His professional mind hoped they ran the quarry down by morning, saving him a lot of trouble and hard work. The part of him that had once had morals, though, wished the Tube Riders luck.
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Chapter Twenty-Three: Lost Boy
 
Monday was looking like another quiet day for Carl Weston. The new school term was still a week away and with a little sly help from their housekeeper, Jeanette, his homework was all done and sitting in a folder back at the house. He’d been careful this time to have her write the answers on a piece of paper for him to copy up, rather than directly onto the work itself. A teacher had caught him out last time and he could still remember the sting of the cane. The back of his father’s hand had hurt a lot more, though.
Down in the woods, among the ruins of the old town, he’d set up a shooting range where he regularly practiced with his air rifle and catapult. Most of the houses were gone now, the roads torn up, but in some places the skeleton walls of old terraces and shops still rose up over his head.
Transplanted trees and undergrowth obscured most of the buildings. Many of the trees tilted at ridiculous angles because, his father said, when the government began a project to reseed the countryside some years before he was born, many of the newly transplanted trees were not supported properly and had since suffered from the effects of subsidence and wind battering. The natural trees were easy to spot because they rose straight, but as a young child Carl had loved playing among the exposed root systems of many of the capsized trees, prevented from total collapse by the helpful remains of an old shop or house. Brambles, bracken and ivy smothered everything now, but Carl regularly cleared away the entrances to some of the better root-caves to maintain a series of dens where he could while away his days in blissful idleness.
Now, with the morning sun casting long shadows all around him, he crept through the silent ruins with his catapult held ready. As he approached a sycamore tree growing at a forty-five degree angle, he crouched low. With a sudden cry of attack he leaned forward and executed a karate roll, coming up into a squat and loosing the rock ammunition. It clanged off a rusted old construction sign Carl had jammed into a crack in a half collapsed wall.
‘Got ya!’ Carl shouted, holding the catapult aloft. The old sign, a half-corroded silhouette of a construction worker holding a hand up in a “stop” pose, didn’t reply.
Carl stood up and leaned against the thick tree trunk. He listened for a moment, cocking his head, looking up into the foliage. Not far away came the sound of a bird’s call, followed by the flutter of wings. He was used to the birds, of course, but there was something else, a low rumbling, somewhere distant. He looked up at the sky, though he hadn’t seen a plane in ten years or more. Then he remembered.
‘Train!’
With a big grin on his face, Carl dashed off through the trees, quick feet skillful over the treacherous ground from an entire childhood of playing in the forest. The train line was several hundred yards away, slightly upslope, cut along the side of a hill. Twisting sharply back and forth he raced through the trees, following a trail he’d cut along what had once been a main road but now looked like something out of a fairy story, chunks of concrete and the occasional flash of white line hidden by huge drapes of hanging brambles caught up in tree branches, creating a natural tunnel.
Scrambling over the remains of a bungalow, he reached the fence that cordoned off the tracks just moments before the huge train lumbered through. His fingers gripped the fence and he gasped with excitement. He was just in time to count the trucks as they rolled past. Fifteen, sixteen … he counted nineteen in total. Just two short of his record, but it had been a long one nonetheless. No wonder it was moving so slowly. All of the trucks were brown freight carriers. The cab had windows but he’d been too late to get a look inside at the driver. One of the older house servants had told him that the trains had once carried passengers from one town to another. Carl would have found it difficult to believe – after all, everyone knew the cities had been closed up to keep the unsavory types locked away – had he not discovered an old station among the ruins, not far from here. It was confirmation enough that the trains had once stopped, and nowadays, while playing in the forest, he dreamed of a time when the world had been different, when life hadn’t all been farming, ginger ale at summer fetes, and algebra.
As the train rolled on into the trees, Carl turned and walked a little way along the fence. It was lower here where the slope was steeper. It was to keep people off the tracks, that much was obvious, but here, with only his family’s house within a couple of miles, Carl thought it a little unnecessary. The trains were infrequent, just a handful each day and less at night, rumbling on towards Bristol GUA and back again towards London.
He had borrowed a pair of his father’s wire clippers and cut a hole once. He had pushed his bicycle through and ridden along the tracks, all ten miles back to the perimeter wall. Movement over the gravel and sleepers had been sluggish but the weather had been fine and the ride enjoyable, until the hulking grey perimeter wall had risen up in front of him like the end of the world. Above it the sunshine had been sucked away; grey clouds rolled and toiled, trying, he had thought, to get out.
Beneath it all, a dark tunnel had sloped down into the beast itself, breathing out cold, damp air that had made Carl shiver and put his discarded sweater back on. And there, from deep down in the dark, twin eyes had appeared, catching Carl in their stare. Rushing towards him with a roar like a rising storm, Carl had been able to leap out of the way only at the last second before the train rushed like a dragon out of the tunnel.
Looking back from the side of the track where he had fallen, he had seen the mangled remains of his bicycle lying in the train’s wake. Unfixable, he had left it on the opposite tracks for the next metallic beast to drag down into the earth.
His parents hadn’t fallen for the story that his bike had been stolen. Crime was rare, and even a small thing such as that was treated seriously. His father had taken the belt to him in a bid to discover the truth, and Carl had almost given in and told him, his father quitting the assault perhaps two welts short of a confession. Still, rather than risk embarrassment in the local community his parents had glossed over it. Scapegoating one of the lower house servants or farm hands would have been possible, but they would still have struggled to find a motive. After all, most roads were gravel these days and the bike had hardly been new.
So now Carl just walked everywhere.
Glancing up, he saw the sky was beginning to lighten, the sun to come up. He loved the mornings best, often hunting in the forest before school, but Mother would go mad if he was late for breakfast. He put the catapult into a belt bag and turned to head off. Just as he did, he heard a low moan coming from further along the tracks.
He paused, hand reaching for the catapult, afraid it might be some boys from school come to ambush him, administer a beating. It had happened once before, so he never traveled unarmed now. Although the catapult, like his air rifle, was little more than a way of distracting them long enough to give him a decent head start, he felt safer carrying it. He shuffled forwards, trying to see.
The moaning came again. Carl felt sure it was a person this time, and whoever it was sounded hurt. It could be a trap but doubted the boys from school would bother, especially at this time of the day. Most people just left him alone.
‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ Carl moved forward a few more steps. There he saw, lying on the other side of the fence, leaning against it as though he’d been thrown there, a man.
Carl sensed the man was badly hurt and hurried forward, leaning down. ‘Are you all right?’ he said through the fence. He couldn’t see the man’s face very well but he didn’t look that old after all, maybe in his early twenties, maybe the same age as some of the farm hands. Carl was sixteen but often felt younger; over twenty still made the injured person a man.
‘Jeh … Jes … Jess,’ he moaned. There was blood on his shirt around his shoulder, a large patch that stained the light blue fabric dark. Carl might have mistaken it for sweat except that it had dried hard, and had that distinctive smell he knew well from helping his father prepare meat for market.
Carl tried again to talk to the man, but he appeared lost in delirium. Carl had no idea how long he’d been lying here, but if he was badly hurt there was a chance he could die.
‘I’ll be back soon,’ Carl said, then turned and sprinted off into the trees.
#
Back at the house he found his father in the upstairs study, reading a book while the television flickered with the sound down in the corner behind him. A bowl with the milky dregs of cereal in its bottom stood on a table nearby.
‘Father, can you come with me please? I found a man in the forest. He’s hurt.’
Roy Weston slammed the book shut and looked up. The grey shadow of stubble matched the colour of his cold eyes. He stared at Carl for a moment and then put the book aside in a slow, laboured movement. Carl knew it as the first sign of trouble, and stepped back out of range in case his father’s hands darted forward.
‘Please, I’m not playing games,’ he said, grasping for courage for the injured man’s sake. ‘He might die if we don’t get help for him soon.’
‘Heaven help you if you’re messing with me, boy,’ Weston growled, standing up, still a head taller than Carl, who had his mother’s lighter build and height. A thick chest looked ready to throw bombs, and Carl backed away across the room, fearing a storm. He had the door behind him, though, and would run if necessary. In the past, his father’s anger had often been diffused by time, though Carl had scars on his back as a reminder of the times it hadn’t.
‘I think he fell off the train. He’s inside the fence.’
‘Okay,’ his father said slowly. ‘We’ll go and see what you’ve found.’
Downstairs, his father called a hand from the stables and instructed the man to bring some wood to fashion a makeshift stretcher if required, and some wire clippers to get through the fence. With Carl leading, the three men headed back down into the forest.
‘Carl, if this is some prank of yours there’ll be trouble,’ his father growled, stumbling over a root as they made their way through the ruined village and the irregularly angled trees.
‘It’s not! He’s just up here, not much further at all.’
The man was still there, curled up by the fence. He wasn’t making any noise now, and Carl at first thought he had died. Leaning closer, though, he saw the low rise and fall of the man’s chest.
‘Bloody hell,’ his father exclaimed. ‘Where did he come from, then?’ Directing the stable hand, he said, ‘Okay, let’s get that fence open and get him up to the house.’
The stable hand cut through the fence and they carefully lifted the man’s body on to it. The hand then took the front of the stretcher, Carl and his father the back. It was nearly a mile back to the house and they had to stop to rest several times. When they finally got back they waited in the kitchen while Carl’s mother and Jeanette, clucking loudly, as Weston would have put it, prepared a room on the third floor.
Carl’s mother insisted on old sheets being put on the bed before they laid him down, despite Jeanette’s protests to the contrary. Carl believed his father would have agreed with the housekeeper, but despite his temper and liberal use of corporal punishment, in the house Carl’s mother ruled, and so the unconscious man was laid on the floor while the bedclothes were replaced. Meanwhile, Weston dispatched the stable hand downstairs to call for a doctor.
Jeanette, with no children of her own, quickly took charge of tending to the man’s wounds. With Carl’s father’s help she stripped him down and began to mop away the dried blood that stained his torso. Carl’s mother held a hand over her mouth at the sight of the wound itself.
‘Goodness, what is that?’ she exclaimed, and they all peered closer to make some sense of the object imbedded into the man’s right shoulder.
‘Some kind of knife?’ Carl ventured.
‘Looks more like a thick tent peg,’ said his father. Then, in a poor attempt to make a joke, he added, ‘He have a bloody camping accident or something?’ No one laughed.
Jeanette, who had spent most of her life in a kitchen, said: ‘It’s like a metal chopstick, but it’s too thick. I’d say it’s a bolt of some kind.’
‘Well, don’t touch it until the doctor comes,’ Carl’s father said, and went to the door. Leaning out, he shouted down to the stable hand to tell the doctor to bring his surgical equipment.
A while later, with the stable hand dispatched back to his duties in the yard and Carl’s mother gone to an engagement with friends, Carl, Roy Weston, and Jeanette stood and watched while the doctor, Rhodes, did his work.
‘Weston, on my advice, this lad should go to hospital for care,’ Dr. Rhodes, a gruff, bearded fellow in his late fifties, told Carl’s father. ‘He’s lucky, that’s for sure. The injury is bad, but not life-threatening unless it gets infected. He’s also sprained his ankle, but I’ve splinted it and he should be able to limp about in a few days.’ He turned and pointed to a drip bag suspended from a metal frame which the doctor had rigged up to the bed. A plastic tube disappeared into the man’s arm just below the elbow, the insert covered with a plaster. ‘Refill this with the solution I gave you every two hours. He’s been out there for ten or twelve hours, I’d think, got a touch of dehydration. And give him those tablets, two after each meal for two weeks. I still think he should go to hospital, though.’
‘The nearest hospital’s fifty miles, Rhodes,’ Weston said, dismissing it as though it were a stupid idea. ‘Over these goddamn roads that’s a three-hour bloody journey in the car. At least.’
His father was right, but Carl thought that the real reason was so his father could keep an eye on the man. After all, no one came out of the cities, and if he had been thrown from the train as was how it looked, he surely wasn’t a very savory character. Other people might want him as far away as possible, but Weston, who had made his fortune in his youth as a cruiserweight boxer, had an unusual fascination with the folly and misfortune of others. And if it turned out the man was a fugitive, Weston would be certain to want his reward.
‘Don’t worry,’ Weston said. ‘I’ll see to it that Jeanette gives the boy the correct doses as and when necessary.’
Rhodes held up the metal bolt and grunted. ‘Where the hell did he get that, I wonder? Where did you say you found him?’
‘In the woods,’ Weston said. He made no mention of the train tracks. ‘I don’t know him, so maybe he’s not from round here.’
‘I should say so,’ Rhodes grunted. ‘From a neighbouring farm, perhaps? You positive you don’t want the police involved, Weston? Boy could be a fugitive.’
‘Newspapers have nothing,’ Carl’s father replied. ‘We’d know if someone was on the run. Most likely a bunch of boys were playing bow and arrow.’
Rhodes shook his head, a wry grin on his grizzled old face. He put the metal bolt, cleaned of blood now, down on a bedside table. ‘Where those boys got a goddamn crossbow from is anyone’s guess.’
After Dr. Rhodes had left, Weston took Carl down into the kitchen. ‘What have I told you?’ he said, pushing Carl’s shoulder. ‘Keep away from the damn train lines! You have no idea who that kid could be! He could be, I don’t know, a bloody spy?’
‘Who from? Who would spy on us?’
Too late to take back his insolence, his father cracked him around the side of the head with the inside of his clenched fist, making Carl’s ears ring and his vision momentarily blur. ‘Don’t talk back to me, boy,’ he growled, and Carl shrunk away. A couple more years of filling out and he might be capable of fighting back, but his father was still too lean and the memories of a strict childhood were still too close.
‘Sorry,’ he muttered, looking at the floor.
‘I don’t want you playing near the tracks again, do you understand me?’ Carl’s father poked a finger into Carl’s chest as though to ram home the point.
‘Yes, Father.’
‘Good.’
Weston stalked off. Carl was left to wonder about the man upstairs. Who was he? Had he fallen from the train, or had he been pushed? Carl had watched the trains many times, from outside the fence, from the branches of nearby trees, from the platform of the old station itself. They didn’t have windows, of that he was sure. They were cargo trains; they didn’t carry passengers. And the man upstairs certainly wasn’t dressed in anything that could be considered a worker’s uniform. So who was he? Where had he come from?
Carl could guess some of the answers at least. He’d come from inside London GUA. But London was closed up, people didn’t go in without a permit and people certainly never came out, not dressed like the man was and covered in blood. He was running from something, but from what Carl couldn’t even guess. All he knew was that the metal thing that Rhodes had taken from the man’s side had come from the weapon of someone who had got very, very close to their target.
Despite everything, Carl found himself smiling. The intrusion of the man into his life was a spark of excitement in a world of boredom barely sustained by his imagination and his adventures amongst the ruins in the forest. The man was a stranger, and a mysterious one at that. Carl could only guess at the stories the man had to tell, but he sure as hell planned to find out as many of them as he could.



Chapter Twenty-Four: Newborn
 
What remained of Dreggo lay upon the cold metal operating table in the middle of the science laboratory. A group of technicians and doctors fussed around her, working hard to repair the damage, both physiological and mechanical. As Leland Clayton entered, his nostrils filled with the scents of formaldehyde, ferrous steel and blood, while the low hum of generators, the clack of needles, and the buzz of drills hung in the air around him.
A poor night’s sleep had followed several hours of cleaning up the mess he had found in St. Cannerwells. Adam Vincent had been treated at a government hospital, and the families of the dead men had been notified. Not for the first time, Clayton cursed the decay that had set in over the land; getting the simplest of tasks done often proved a major headache. The Department of Civil Affairs, while brutal and unflinching in the face of duty, was a failing organization, fallen into stagnation after too many years of personnel and budget reductions. Even the men were suffering; below the higher levels of the organization the training was inefficient, and many of his men were less than useful in a firefight. Vincent was a prime example of how worthless, backstabbing idiots could now rise up into the higher echelons of the department when fifteen years ago they would not have been allowed in. The future was bleak too; new recruit numbers were falling, with many of the agents he needed to put trust in little more than thugs dressed up in silks.
As Clayton grimaced at the smell and took in the sight of the girl’s ruined body, he couldn’t help pulling the phone from his pocket and glancing quickly at the display. He was waiting for a call from Bristol GUA regarding the arrival of the Tube Riders. He had fully expected them to jump the train at the earliest opportunity and try to hide among London’s slums, and had wasted valuable hours having his men check stations further down the line. The Huntsmen, though, had come back with the information that the Tube Riders had ridden right out of the city, hanging from the train as it exited under the perimeter wall from one of the sewer-like tunnels. Where they were now was anyone’s guess, and while he would have liked to have followed them immediately he dared not go above the Governor. They had a meeting later today, but the Governor was holed up in meetings all morning regarding the staged assassination of the EC ambassador by so-called terrorists. Clayton couldn’t help but think that a noose was tightening around Mega Britain’s diseased neck.
At the head of the operating table stood Dr. Karmski, rubbing his chin with one gloved hand while he watched his team work. Clayton noticed an unnatural level of concern on the face of the usually sadistic doctor. He looked like a father overseeing an operation on his own child.
Clayton looked down at Dreggo’s body. Half her face had been torn away and there were deep lacerations all down the front of her torso, but he could still see she had once been a woman. Not a normal one, though; metal inserts were evident in her arms and legs, as well as what looked like some kind of plastic body-frame, now scored with deep claw marks. Clayton wondered whether, had it been absent, there would be much of her left.
‘So,’ he began, trying to sound authoritative. ‘Where exactly did it come from?’
‘Her, Mr. Clayton. Not “it”, if you please.’
Clayton scowled. ‘Her, whatever. It’s a Huntsman, I presume?’
Karmski smiled. When he spoke, his voice was almost wistful, as though he were speaking to no one but himself. ‘She was the first of a new breed.’
Clayton opened his mouth to reply, but Karmski continued, ‘She’s been gone over a year. At the expense of her tracking skills we left her more human. With it she kept her beauty.’
‘Okay, Karmski, enough of your crackpot perversity. Can you fix her or not, and if so, what good is she to us?’
Karmski smiled. ‘Fixing her is easy. We can make her stronger, we can make her better. Mr. Vincent claimed she knew those others, the ones you hunt. As requested we are readying more Huntsmen for release, but these others … some of them are … flawed. Barely controllable. Yet, she … my Dreggo, she is one of them and also one of us. She can lead them.’
Clayton rubbed the bridge of his nose, considering. ‘We have recalled the Huntsmen. I will talk to the Governor later today. It is my expectation that tomorrow we will move out as a unit. Can she be ready by then?’
Karmski laughed. ‘Mr. Clayton, you amuse me. You’ve seen what we are down here, you’ve seen the wonders we create. Of course she can be ready by tomorrow.’
Clayton rolled his eyes at the word ‘wonders’. He’d been to Stonehenge and Dover, he’d seen wonders both natural and manmade. In comparison, the creations of this modern day Dr. Frankenstein were monstrosities. He said, ‘How can it be possible for a body to heal so fast?’
‘We replace what is broken, Mr. Clayton. Skin, bones, nothing is beyond our skills. And the tissues themselves, we simply order them to regenerate.’
Clayton seriously doubted the boldness of Karmski’s statement, and as he glanced at Dreggo he felt a momentary pang of sadness for the girl, losing the last shreds of her humanity before his eyes. But he nodded, his face grim. ‘Good. Report to me when she’s walking about again.’ He turned and walked out.
Just as he closed the door, he glanced back across the room, at the racks of expensive computer machinery and medical equipment, and shook his head. ‘While everything around us rots,’ he muttered wryly.
#
Back inside the laboratory, Karmski watched as the technicians fixed in place a black metal plate to hide the ruined part of Dreggo’s face. The Huntsman had left just one eye and her nose undamaged. Half of her mouth was gone, replaced by synthetic skin tissue, its vulnerability now protected by the partial mask. Much of her former human beauty was gone, but there was still enough of the old Dreggo left to excite him.
Karmski still remembered the day they’d brought her in, a fifteen-year-old runaway, drugged and bound. Later, strapped to an examination table, still numb with drugs, he’d used her for the first time in the solitude of his private lab. He remembered the soft, suppleness of her skin, the warmth of her body, her taste, her smell. He shivered at the memory.
As his scientists had experimented on her and found new ways to enhance her strength and abilities, Karmski’s love for her had grown. The girl once known as Deborah Jones, nicknamed Dreggo, was never left alone out of her shackles. With an endless supply of tranquilizers and memory-erasing drugs to hand, Karmski’s love for her had manifested itself often. The day she had slipped her bonds while being transported up to the research labs and escaped, killing three scientists and more than ten guards in the process, was the proudest and also the darkest of his life.
‘After all this time, you’ve come back to me,’ Karmski murmured, while all around him the scientists, technicians and doctors worked without pause.
#
Out in the corridor, Clayton pulled his cell phone from his pocket and answered a call from Vincent.
‘Vincent? What news do you have?’
‘The Huntsmen have returned and been secured as you ordered,’ the younger man’s voice came through. ‘It’s as we thought. The kids have definitely gone. There are no fresh scent trails inside the perimeter walls. They’re outside. We’re ready to move anytime. Your orders?’
Clayton scowled. He hadn’t yet cooled on Vincent, still blaming him for the Tube Riders’ escape. After sending him to the hospital to have his leg fixed up, Clayton had demanded he return to supervise the search operations and oversee the return of the Huntsmen, a duty which had ensured Vincent got no sleep last night. Still, hearing the weariness in Vincent’s voice was scant reward for the wrath of the Governor Clayton might yet have to face.
‘We need the Governor’s permission to send the Huntsmen out into the GFAs,’ Clayton said. ‘I have a meeting with him later.’
‘If we send them now, they can run down the Tube Riders by early afternoon.’
You’ve changed your fucking tune, Clayton wanted to say. Instead, he just said, ‘No. We wait for authorization. If I have to set those monsters loose in the countryside I’m not being responsible for whatever damage they might do.’
Clayton heard a slow intake of breath that could have been tiredness, could have been insolence. Then Vincent said, ‘Whatever you say.’
The train that the Tube Riders had taken was on a direct trunk line to Bristol. The DCA branch there had been notified, and enhanced station security requested. He had demanded armed guards, cover on every exit. In reality, though, he doubted he’d get it. Bristol had almost as many problems as London and the Governor’s announcement yesterday evening had caused pockets of rioting in cities all across the country. The police were over-stretched, and the DCA were trying to plug the gaps. He just hoped that the Tube Riders wouldn’t slip away before the net was in place.
He knew they wouldn’t be stupid twice. They’d taught themselves how to get on and off a moving train, a skill he genuinely admired, and he suspected they’d look for a safe place to jump, either out in the countryside or inside the perimeter wall of the industrial mess that was Bristol GUA. His hunch was that they’d head for the city, feeling safer in what they knew than the relative unknown of Reading Greater Forest Area.
Whatever they did, their free days were short. The DCA needed to organise itself to continue pursuit outside London GUA, but within a day, maybe two, there would be twenty Huntsmen on their trail. Huntsmen could follow a trail weeks old, and, if everything went according to plan, and Dr. Karmski knew what he was talking about, there would be another, better, stronger, Huntsman leading them, one who knew the Tube Riders well enough to anticipate their movements and to bring them in.
Clayton shut off his phone and headed for the exit. He felt a cold sweat bead on his forehead and in his armpits. He wanted to blame the clammy air of the lower levels of the facility, but he knew that was just an excuse. The truth was that the easy part of the day was over. The hard part – facing the Governor with the news that the fugitive Tube Riders, carrying information that, in the right hands could bring war to Mega Britain, had managed to escape not only the Department of Civil Affairs but the Huntsmen as well, and were now somewhere outside the city – was about to begin.
#
While the first sunlight of morning was still struggling to break through the grey smog that shrouded London, inside the facility the light came from the same clinical shadow-killing strip-lighting as ever. Inside a holding cell that doubled as a recuperation room, Dreggo lay sleeping, her one remaining eye closed, her chest rising and falling beneath a mound of bandages that left little clue as to the extent of her torso’s damage.
The last technicians had left. Several hours of surgery had repaired most of the damage to her circuitry and closed up the flesh wounds. The latter would take time to heal; although the gene-manipulation she had undergone during her initial development caused her tissues to regenerate at accelerated rates, Dr. Karmski’s men couldn’t work miracles and she would still be vulnerable for a few days.
The damage she had suffered could never be completely repaired. Her skin tissue could be replaced, but her human sight could not. In its place, the technicians had installed a computerized motion sensor and infra-red night vision “eye”, but she would only see clearly and in full colour from her right.
Karmski walked around the table. One hand reached up and touched the skin of her leg underneath the sheet that covered her. He glanced back towards the door. He’d locked it, but was nervous nevertheless. Dreggo had been gone over a year and he’d not had a chance to be alone with her since the DCA van had brought her in.
He sucked in a sharp breath as his hand slid further up the inside of her thigh. He glanced up at her face and saw her eyelids flutter, but otherwise she was still. He’d given her an extra dose of sleeping pills, just to make sure. With the right friends, the street could make you tolerant towards even the strongest medication.
Confident no one could see him and that she wouldn’t wake, Karmski let his other hand move inside his own trousers. His excitement was building, and he didn’t know how much longer he could hold himself back. He pulled his hand free and began to unbuckle his belt.
His other hand had found her sticky wetness now. He slid his finger inside, delighted to see the way her body shuddered. Awake, she’d kill him in an instant, but in her drugged sleep she felt the same pleasure as any other woman touched by a man as it manifested in her dreams.
‘My beautiful Dreggo,’ he moaned as he climbed up on to her, his trousers slipping down around his knees. Almost unable to control himself, he eased her legs open and pushed the covering sheet up over her body.
Losing himself in the pleasure of his greatest creation as he eased himself into her, Dr. Karmski felt like he’d come home.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five: Landing Party
 
The first grey light of morning was breaking through the dark as the perimeter wall of Bristol GUA rose up out of the forest a mile ahead.
‘The train’s finally slowing down,’ Switch shouted to Marta. ‘At fucking last. Are we going in?’
Marta struggled to lift her head. It had been a long, long journey from London, on the clock maybe less than three hours, but on the heart and the hands an eternity. She remembered Jess’s scream as Simon fell, then the girl’s desperate assertion that she would find him, and they’d all meet again in Bristol. Marta had screamed at her to wait, but Jess had ignored her, blindly pitching herself off into the dark. Marta still hoped, but the chances of seeing either alive again were slim. She remembered something she had said, live together, die together, and her mind toiled with indecision and guilt, for hadn’t they thrown that away? Shouting back and forth to each other up and down the train, they had agreed that following Jess and Simon into the dark was near suicide. For Simon and Jess, their fate was their own, but guilt now tore at her like a Huntsman’s claws.
She looked around at the others. Everyone was quiet, even Owen, who at first had whooped and screamed like a kid on a rollercoaster. After Simon fell and Jess jumped – two people who weren’t faceless bad guys – the reality of the situation had set in, as had the cold. Hugging the side of the train, the chill night wind had battered them relentlessly, and Marta had felt the temptation to just close her eyes and fall backwards into the dark.
‘We’re going in,’ Marta responded at last. ‘A city has better cover and more ways to throw the Huntsmen off our scent. And if we got out of one we can get out of another.’
‘I’ve never seen the countryside,’ Paul shouted back to them. ‘Only on TV.’
‘Don’t worry, you’ll get your chance,’ Marta replied, hair whipping her face. ‘We’re not stopping long, just until we work out what the hell to do next.’
Ahead of them the perimeter wall loomed, a huge grey concrete sentinel rising up into the sky.
‘It’s fucking patroled!’ Switch shouted. ‘Lean in close, they might see us!’
Marta looked, and saw he was right. On top of the wall she could see soldiers moving around. They were just shadows at this distance, and she couldn’t be sure if they had weapons or not, but judging by the security alert they’d set off, there was every chance the guards were watching for them.
‘We’ve had tree cover the whole damn way,’ Paul said. ‘Now when we need it we get bloody fields.’
‘It’s a killing ground,’ Owen shouted.
‘A what?’
‘Open space around the walls where they can see people either escaping or attacking. Easier to shoot them that way.’
‘How did you know that?’
‘Video games.’
Marta cut them off. ‘We’re coming up to the tunnel,’ she said. ‘Wait for the train to slow. There’s bound to be a station; hopefully it’ll be for freight only and we can jump off and hide while they unload the train. We’ll have to look for a way out.’
‘Here we go!’ Paul shouted, as the tunnel rushed around them, cold wind wrapping around their already freezing bodies like iced blankets. ‘Hang on!’
The tunnel sloped downwards in impenetrable darkness. Somewhere far ahead the train’s headlights had winked on, but from where they hung the glow was barely perceptible.
‘Can’t see,’ Owen mumbled.
‘Get your head in!’ Paul shouted, and from Owen’s pained shout Marta knew Paul had given him a gentle shove. Losing two for the night was enough already.
‘We’re slowing,’ Switch said as the train began to angle upwards again. ‘I think this could be the station.’
They saw a glow up ahead. Marta was hoping for a secretive underground unloading bay, one with dim lights and few people, where they might be able to slip away unnoticed, but then the glow bloomed all about them as the train rushed out of the tunnel into an immense, cavernous station, an ornate, glass domed roof above them illuminated by huge spotlights. Looking over her shoulder Marta saw a dozen or more empty platforms alongside theirs before you came to the far wall. Her heart sunk. So much for sneaking away, they had about as much cover here as a fugitive did in the middle of a football field.
The train slowed. Switch jumped first, rolling and landing effortlessly. Owen jumped after him, but the train had almost stopped and he just jogged a couple of steps. Paul waited until the train had completely stopped before climbing down like an arthritic old man. Marta flexed her arms, and a moment later a tingle began to filter through them as pins and needles attacked all the long motionless parts of her body.
Then a door at the front of the train swung open with the grinding of rusty hinges, and she saw a bulky figure climbing down on to the platform.
‘Over the edge, now!’ Switch hissed, slipping down into the thin gap between the train and the platform edge. Paul and Owen followed quickly. Marta shuffled after them, her body wracked with cramps, and managed to get out of sight just as the driver appeared on the platform. Lying there in the semi-darkness beneath the train carriage, the hot smell of oil and grease all around her, Marta looked up towards the platform as spasms tugged her body back and forth. She gritted her teeth to stop herself from crying out.
Footsteps approached as the train driver walked along the platform towards another man coming over to meet him.
‘Good day to you, Barry,’ the driver said in a voice as rough and pockmarked as his face. Well met on this fine overcast morning.’
‘Hello, Phil,’ Barry, presumably the station master, said in a Westcountry accent Marta hadn’t heard in years. ‘You got the early run I see.’
‘Well, one hellhole is as good as another,’ Phil the driver said. ‘Doesn’t matter what time of day it is. Right, let’s open them up.’
‘What have we got?’
Phil huffed. ‘Lose your checklist again? One through six is newspapers. They have to be at the distributors by seven so tell your men to get a shift on. Seven and eight are fresh fruit, boxed. Nine to eleven are furniture, twelve to fourteen are foodstuffs. Fifteen is goldfish.’
‘Goldfish?’
‘Yes, goldfish. You deaf?’
‘Just, who–’
‘People buy them, someone has to carry them. Now get them shipped off, we’re scheduled to roll out in an hour and it would be nice to actually be on time for once.’
Peering through the gap between the train and the platform, Marta could see the driver was tall and grizzled, wearing a grimy baseball cap that might once have been red. A beer belly hung over the waist of his grey slacks.
She didn’t dare move. At any moment his eyes might drop and they would be staring into her own.
‘One more thing,’ the driver said. ‘You get the message from London? There’s a chance there are stowaways on this train. I got the radio call about half an hour ago. It’s likely they jumped off somewhere in the GFA, but they might be hiding out in one of the carriages. Get your security men over here before you check. You have permission to blow their fucking heads off on sight.’ He grunted. ‘Especially if you find them in with the fucking goldfish.’
The other man laughed. ‘Yeah, we got the message too. We have a couple of DCA men outside, but there were riots last night over in Easton and Knowle West. An office building got firebombed, so they didn’t have many personnel to spare. Personally I think the terrorists jumped off out in the GFA. I wouldn’t come into this shithole by choice.’
Phil the driver nodded. ‘You can get keg beer out in the GFAs. Legal keg beer. You hear that? I mean, what the fuck?’
‘Yeah, the government has a lot to answer for. Terrorists can blow whatever the fuck up they want for all I care, so long as they stay out of my train station.’
Phil grunted and spat down towards the platform, but his aim was off and the globule exploded off the platform edge down on to the tracks. Marta saw Owen wince as a drop of spittle landed on his cheek but to his credit the boy stayed silent.
‘You’re sounding more like a rebel every day, Barry,’ Phil said. ‘I should ship you in and claim my reward. I wonder what that would be, a glass of flat beer and a couple of tins of tuna?’
‘The government and the rebels can get in a circle and fuck each other in the ass as far as I’m concerned,’ the station master said. ‘As long as they do it outside my train station. They’re as worthless as each other.’
‘Amen, ain’t that the truth.’
Both men laughed. Then the driver said, ‘DCA’ll most likely send men from London. That right?’
‘I think so. If they ever get past the red tape. Even the fucking DCA need a permit to travel these days.’
‘Huh. Crazy, ain’t it? Right, let’s get this shit unloaded. The café got bacon this morning?’
‘Only if you brought it.’
‘Ah, shit.’
The two men started to walk away as others came forward to open up the freight truck doors. Wooden slats slammed down, cutting off Marta’s view. The open doors vibrated and wooden boards clattered as men ran up them to unload the cargo inside.
Marta’s eyes caught Switch’s, then Paul’s. So, as they thought. They were hunted.
‘What do we do now?’ Paul whispered to Marta.
‘I have no idea. Switch?’
They looked for the little man, and saw him moving away from them along the side of the platform towards the front of the train, crouched low beneath the metal pipes and supports of the carriage frame. He glanced back towards them. ‘Wait here,’ he hissed. ‘And stay in tight against the wall!’
‘Where’s he going?’ Owen asked.
Paul and Marta both looked at each other. ‘You don’t think he’s going to–’ Marta began.
Paul shook his head. ‘He’s not that crazy. Is he?’
#
Switch glanced up from time to time as he moved along beneath the train. He saw workers unloading the freight, men in dirty overalls with thick forearms, scarred faces with bitter stares. So, life in Bristol sucked as much as it did in London, then.
While that was not his concern, protecting his friends was, and Switch had an idea. In a wide open space with no cover, the best way to escape was to have your enemies looking the other way, and he had just the way to make them do that.
He reached the front of the train and ducked beneath the wheels to the other side. Peering up over the platform edge, he saw another train standing a couple of platforms away, providing him with cover. Pushing the clawboard up on to the platform ahead of him, he wormed his way up through the space beneath the cab’s step. He crouched in the cab’s shadow for a moment, checking again. Then, with one hand he reached up, searching for the handle behind him, eyes never leaving the platform.
He found it and tugged. The handle turned, but the door didn’t move.
Switch cursed under his breath. He knew that a common precaution dating back hundreds of years to the days of regular train hijacking was to keep the spare door locked. Most trains were operated by one man, and since most people were right-handed the right-side door was the obvious choice for access.
Still, no matter. He gripped his clawboard tightly then jabbed it backwards above his head, ramming the thin end into the passenger side window with all his strength.
Trains had thicker glass windows than a car, and while he felt the window crack it didn’t shatter. Wincing from the searing pain in his side and the jarring in his wrists, he hit the window again.
This time he felt a crunch, and he twisted up and around, using the clawboard to break away the shards of broken glass. He slipped his hand in through the broken window and pulled up the door release from the inside.
Inside the cab he put the clawboard down on the seat and looked around at the controls. He’d never been inside a train before, but it didn’t look dissimilar to the cab of a bus. There were dials, handles, buttons…
He was choosing which handle to try when the driver’s side door opened and the driver, Phil, climbed up beside him.
Phil had been looking down, otherwise he would have seen Switch and had a chance to get away. But, not expecting to find someone else inside the cab, he climbed right up into range before he looked up.
Switch pressed a knife to Phil’s throat. ‘I’ve got not quarrel with you,’ he said, eyes hard. ‘Tell me what I want and you live.’
The driver was overweight, but his arms were heavily muscled. Dark eyes and a mashed nose that was bent a little to the left suggested he’d been involved in many a fist fight. He towered over Switch, and Switch knew that without the knife he’d be in trouble.
‘You little fuck.’ Phil started to lift a hand, but Switch’s other hand came up, holding another knife, a thin flick blade. The man paused, words cut off.
Switch grinned, showing his teeth. Right in front of the driver’s face he jerked the knife back and made a thin incision down the side of his own face.
Switch felt a warm trickle of blood dribble over his skin and down his neck. He grinned again, and moved the bloody knife back and forth so that the metal gleamed in the cab lights.
Phil’s mouth dropped open, his eyes widened. Growing up on the street had taught Switch many things, and one of them was that while cutting someone else was hard, cutting yourself was far harder. An adversary willing to cut him or herself was one to be feared.
The ruse worked. ‘What do you want?’ the driver said. ‘I have a wife, kids…’
‘The handbrake.’
Phil moved his hand slowly, pointing to a red handle. Switch felt a certain satisfaction in that it was the one he had guessed on.
‘Release it.’
The man did so.
‘The engine.’
‘Here.’
‘Start it.’
The driver hesitated just a moment, and Switch pushed the blade a little tighter. Phil turned the ignition and the roar of engines sounded all around them.
Switch smiled. ‘Thank you for your cooperation.’ Before the driver could reply, he made a dummy feint with the second knife. Phil jerked backwards, and Switch kicked out, causing the man to overbalance. Phil stumbled backwards down the steps on to the platform.
Switch pulled the door shut. As the train started to move, he heard shouting from outside. Back along the platform came the terrible grinding sound of wooden doors scraping on the tiles, the crash of overturning freight crates mixing with angry shouts. He only hoped the diversion would work long enough for the others to get away.
He glanced out through the driver’s window. People were running along the platform towards the front of the train. He saw the driver back there too. Now the knife was gone from his throat, the man had recovered some of his courage and was leading several other workers and security guards in a pursuit of the runaway train.
Switch was pleased. He was drawing them off; perhaps they thought he was alone. He hoped the others were safe.
He moved across the cab and looked out through the passenger side window. He saw more men running towards him from this side too. The train was barely moving at ten miles an hour and without any knowledge of its operation playing with the buttons and levers might cause it to stop rather than speed up. He was keeping in front of them, but only just, and if he tried to get out he risked being caught, or worse, shot.
‘Bugger it…’
He grabbed his clawboard, kicked open the door and swung himself up on to the metal roof of the cab. He walked in a crouch for a few feet then dropped flat on his belly, out of sight of the men on the platform. The metal felt warm to the touch and the heat made the wound in his side ache.
He lifted his head to look back, long enough to see several men still in full pursuit of the train as it rolled towards the end of the station. Behind them all, though, he saw the other Tube Riders running across the station, jumping over the tracks like a group of leaping deer.
He’d given them the chance they needed, and as he watched, one by one they vanished down a stairway near to a set of rusting ticket gates that had once fed passengers into the station. Marta was the last, and as she reached the stairs she looked back across the station towards him, lifted her hand and waved. He knew he had to find a way to follow.
He looked back towards the front of the train and found he had another problem. The line came to an end a few hundred yards further on, but blocking the way was another stationary locomotive. He was heading for a collision.
Switch looked up. Where the station building ended, an electricity wire hung from the highest eaves, stretching inwards towards a small building in the centre of the station that had antennae and aerials on its roof. If he could catch it with his clawboard, he could swing right over the chasing men, drop down and have a head start on them heading for the stairway. The only problem was that it was fifteen feet over his head.
Switch smiled. He reached inside his coat and pulled out a coil of climbing rope: thin, strong nylon. He had armed himself well before leaving London, not just with knives and other weapons, but with several other small objects that he thought might come in handy.
He tied it to one strap of his clawboard and then stood up in full view of his pursuers. One or two men had reached the cab and were trying to get a handhold to climb up. The train was still moving steadily, and they were running out of platform.
‘Oi, you!’
‘There’s the bastard!’
Switch threw the clawboard up into the air, above and over the electricity wire. As he caught it on its way back down and pulled the rope taut, he could only hope the wire would hold his weight. The wire across the street where Marta and he had escaped from the Huntsman had held both of them, but this one looked a lot thinner.
He wrapped the rope around his wrists and then sprinted back along the top of the train. At the end of the locomotive the wire began to angle away from the platform, so Switch jumped, the rope sliding along the wire and taking him above the heads of the men. One or two turned to give chase but he was gaining speed, the wire holding firm and beginning to angle more steeply down.
Behind him he heard a thundering crash and turned back to see the cab collide with the stationary locomotive. It toppled over on to its side, the next few carriages hanging at decreasing angles until the weight of the train load took over. People were running in all directions, shouting for security, for firemen, and for someone to catch Switch.
Twenty feet before he reached the small building at the end of the wire, he unhooked the rope from his wrists and dropped to the ground, pulling the rope down and wrapping it into a quick bundle around his clawboard. His heart was racing with exhilaration and sweat was beading on his forehead.
He glanced back and saw three men rushing towards him, still a hundred feet away but closing. In front of him was the stairway, across one more set of tracks. As he watched, Marta’s head appeared from the shadows. ‘Switch!’ she shouted. ‘Look out!’
He guessed she meant the men, but as he took a couple of steps towards the set of tracks separating him from her, he saw another cargo train rushing into the station.
It was moving too fast to stop; it had to be a through-train, heading on to another station further into the city.
Looking far up the platform, he couldn’t see the far end as the trucks continued to flow into the station.
It had cut him off. There was no way to get to Marta, and he couldn’t outrun three men, not with his injury.
One hand fell to his knife. He glanced back. They were big, burly men who probably knew how to brawl, maybe even work a blade. One, maybe two, he’d have a chance, but three–
He looked back towards the train and gripped his clawboard, his decision made. Riding the trains was his life, he would let the train claim him rather than the men.
As the train roared past he sprinted towards it.
Cargo trucks didn’t always have a drainage rail, but he saw one coming that did. He timed his run and leapt just as the truck came level with him, his clawboard out.
A second later and he would have missed it, hitting the truck behind which had no rail, but his timing was perfect. His clawboard caught the truck’s rail, just a couple of feet short of the end. He slid a few inches but used his feet to brace himself. Shouts came from the men behind him as he slipped his left hand free from the clawboard and gripped the rail with his fingers. Shouts of anger and surprise rose from behind him as he kicked off at the same time as he pulled, flicking his body over on to the roof of the train.
He rolled, started to stop, and then pushed himself onwards, rolling across the top of the train and off the other side.
He heard Marta screaming for him as he fell through the air, twisted and landed hard on the concrete. He gasped for breath and struggled to get up as the train rushed by, his wound sending daggers of pain up through his chest.
Then hands grabbed his shoulders and back, and he looked up to see Paul and Marta hauling him up.
‘Excellent job,’ Paul said, wrapping Switch’s arm around his shoulders and dragging him towards the stairway. Marta grabbed his clawboard and hurried after them.
Air slowly filtered back into his lungs as they descended the steps into a dusty pedestrian underpass. From the bottom of the stairs, Owen shouted encouragement.
‘We’ve found a way out,’ Marta said. ‘There’s a door into an old underground parking garage. We can get out into the city through there.’
‘Quick, this way,’ Owen said. The door beside him opened on to darkness.
‘Look!’ Paul said. ‘Those men found another way down!’ He pointed. The three men who had been chasing Switch were running towards them from the far end of the pedestrian underpass.
Marta pushed Switch through the opening. As Owen and Paul went through she dragged the door shut behind them.
It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. The parking garage was vast, stretching away beneath the station. One or two rusty, long-abandoned hulks stood wheel-less in the dark.
She squinted. There, far across the parking garage, was the bright glimmer of an exit.
Owen was fiddling with the lock. ‘There, that should hold them until they get something to break it with. I’ve jammed it.’
Marta took a second to breathe. ‘Okay, we’ve made it this far. So far, so good. Now, Tube Riders, run!’
They sprinted off across the empty parking garage together.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six: White Rage
 
Clayton felt that familiar sense of foreboding as he walked down the corridor to the Governor’s chambers. The eyes of the upturned past political leaders seemed to be staring at him, the reversed mouths downturned in distaste.
The Governor was standing by the window as usual, his back to Clayton. One arm rested on the tinted glass. Clayton quietly closed the door behind him and stood there, looking at the floor, unsure whether it was wise to break the Governor out of his reverie.
After a few moments the Governor shifted slightly. One finger tapped against the glass, causing a dull thud. ‘Look at it, Mr. Clayton,’ the Governor said, not turning around. His voice took on a musing, wistful air. ‘The mess we made…’
‘Sir–’
‘Agricultural production in the southern GFAs is up six percent on last year, four percent in the north,’ the Governor said. ‘And in Scotland and Wales, the fisheries are working at closer to ten. Our great wind farms are producing more electricity than ever. We have problems in one or two of the GUAs, but production is still good in the south, industry good in the north. Most people are…’ He paused, choosing his word carefully. ‘Content.’
‘I–’
‘But here, in London, in our once glorious capital, crouching shamefully in the shadow of our pioneering space program, anarchy rules.’
Clayton said nothing. He had sensed a tightening of the Governor’s voice, and thought that to interrupt again might mean death.
‘There are many ways to improve a failing situation, Mr. Clayton. The use of force, for example, crushing the opposition with tanks and bombs. But equally powerful can be persuasion, or manipulation. All can achieve similar results. None, however, work as well as one extremely simple, often overlooked action. Do you know what that is?’
Clayton opened his mouth to answer, but the Governor cut him off. ‘Generosity. Give, and people respond. Give them what they want, and they will give what you require in return without question. Yourself, for example. When the government doubled your salary, Mr. Clayton, did it not make you happy? We gave you what you wanted, and in return you gave us what we wanted. You followed our orders without question, regardless of what you might consider moral, and you achieved the results we required…’
Clayton’s mouth was dry, but he managed to mutter, ‘Yes, sir.’
‘Hmm. Until now, don’t you think?’ The Governor turned. Clayton took a step back as those red eyes bored through his own. The Governor continued, ‘With the Huntsmen in range, you called them off. Didn’t you?’
Clayton, of course, had done no such thing. Vincent was responsible for the order to halt the Huntsmen as the Tube Riders headed back to St. Cannerwells, slipping behind Clayton’s back to further his own ambitions, and then hiding behind his senior officer when things hadn’t gone to plan. Clayton wanted to expose Vincent and see him rot in the torture chambers beneath Dr. Karmski’s research facility, but he knew that protesting his own innocence would achieve nothing. As senior officer, he was responsible for the acts of his men. If he left this room with his life he promised himself that his score with Vincent would be settled privately.
‘Yes, sir,’ he said, hanging his head, unable to meet that gaze. ‘I thought–’
‘You are paid to do as ordered, Mr. Clayton, not to think.’
‘Yes, sir.’
The Governor reached out for a standing lamp just in front of him and in one astonishing show of strength flung it hard across the room. It struck a shelf unit and smashed, the glass shattering, the wooden shelves cracking and collapsing, unloading their books and ornaments on to the floor. Clayton shrank back as the Governor advanced across the room.
‘Sir, I – it won’t happen again–’
Ten feet from Clayton the Governor’s face jerked upwards towards the ceiling, the fiery red eyes revealing white undersides. Clayton felt his feet slip out from under him and suddenly he was lying on his back, his head not far from the door, his feet scrabbling at the carpet as the Governor advanced. Clayton was disorientated, but one thing was certain above everything else:
The Governor hadn’t touched him.
He looked up at the Governor standing over him, red eyes like two cherries in a churning bowl of milk. The thick lips and high cheekbones of his face were blankly emotionless, the eyes alone carrying the threat of pain and suffering. Clayton gasped as one hand reached down, ice cold fingers closing about his neck.
For a second he couldn’t breathe, and then he was upright again, pressed back against the door. The Governor let go of him, and Clayton stumbled, unaware his feet had been off the ground. He stared at the Governor’s chest, too terrified to look the man in the eyes.
‘Negotiations have opened with the European Confederation,’ the Governor said in that dark chocolate voice, like an old cassette tape playing on weak batteries. ‘We have filed a report concerning the ambassador’s unfortunate death. We have made a case for certain trade routes to reopen, and in the meanwhile the provision of financial aid to allow us to reduce the poverty in London GUA. Negotiations are going well.’ He paused, his eyes falling to the ground. His mouth shifted as though he were chewing on something, and he frowned, thick white eyebrows descending like snow drifts on his eyes. ‘We created the mess, Mr. Clayton, and we have created the means by which to solve it. One man’s death for an entire city? The ambassador died for a noble cause, Mr. Clayton. If we receive the financial aid we requested from the European Confederation, his death will not have been in vain. His death would have been one of valour, honour, resulting in the saving of hundreds of lives. Do you want your stupidity to jeopardize that?’
‘I’m sorry, sir–’
The Governor ignored him. ‘Neither do I. If it happens again, Mr. Clayton, I will not be so generous with you as I have been this time. Now, I know you came here to request my authorization for the Huntsmen to be released outside of London GUA in the continued search for these street kids you call the Tube Riders. And my answer is this, Mr. Clayton: you do what you have to do to safeguard the future of our nation. Those kids have knowledge that could bring our nation to its knees. And I will not jeopardize that. I understand the danger of the Huntsmen, but understand this: the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Do what must be done, Mr. Clayton, to stop the Tube Riders.’
Clayton managed a weak nod. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘Now, get out.’
Clayton didn’t wait to be asked twice, bowing and stealing a quick glance at the smashed lamp before pulling the door shut and hurrying down the corridor past the immobile guards and the dozens of upturned photograph portraits. He ignored the questions of the reception staff and headed straight for the elevator.
Downstairs in the lobby, a security guard announced that a car was waiting for him, but Clayton walked past him without acknowledgement. He headed through the reception area and down a small corridor at the back, into the men’s restrooms. Spotlessly clean and smelling of peaches, he walked to the end stall and went inside. He locked the door, dropped the seat and sat down.
For a long time he just sat there with his forehead pressed against the back of the door, going over his confrontation with the Governor again and again. He couldn’t find the words, couldn’t make sense of what had happened, couldn’t comprehend the scale of the danger he had faced. Guns, bombs, even the Huntsmen, they were man-made, they were comprehendible. But the Governor … the albino monster possessed something else.
A lot of rumours circulated in the cesspit illegal bars and gambling dens of London GUA. But, like the legend of the Tube Riders, most were simple speculation, something small built up over a lengthening string of drunken conversations into something grand.
The rumours about the Governor, however, that he had some kind of unexplainable strength, that he had abilities and powers that no other human had, were beginning to manifest themselves in Clayton’s mind as truth.
He squeezed his eyes shut, but there, in the darkness where he’d hidden so many times, all he could see was that menacing milk-white face and those glowing red eyes.



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Sleeping Place
 
It quickly became apparent to Marta that Bristol GUA shared many of the same anarchistic problems as London. As the Tube Riders wandered through the streets, directionless, numb from lack of rest, hurting from their wounds and the sudden loss of Jess and Simon, they found themselves in a similar world of decay as that which they had taken for granted in London.
Long abandoned cars blocked many side streets. Groups of filthy tramps huddled in the open doorways, their eyes fixed on the Tube Riders as they passed, their faces stony, bitter. In the distance came the familiar wail of sirens, skidding car tires, screams, the sound of shattering glass.
They rested for a while in a small park behind a church a couple of miles from the train station. There they ate some of the food they’d brought with them, a few packets of cookies, some apples, half a loaf of bread. Only Paul had remembered to bring any drink, so Switch went off in search of some. Marta and Paul sat side by side with their backs against a low stone wall. Owen sat beside Paul, his head on his brother’s shoulder, snoring quietly. Marta envied him, but despite feeling weary beyond words, her eyes wouldn’t stay closed.
‘How long do you think it would take for a Huntsman to run to Bristol?’ Paul said, more voicing his fears than expecting any serious answer.
Marta forced a smile. ‘Surely even they have to rest sometime.’
‘Do you think the DCA called them off when we got out of the city?’
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I hope so.’
He nodded. One arm slipped around the shoulders of his brother. Owen moaned and shifted slightly, but didn’t wake.
‘At least one of us can sleep,’ Marta said. ‘I hate to think what he’s dreaming about.’
‘The ocean, maybe. He’s always said he wants to see it. Or video games.’ He cocked his head. ‘I don’t think the Huntsmen scared him at all.’
Marta smiled. For a moment they were silent, listening to the quiet rustle of the trees in the park. Except for a tramp sleeping on a bench the park was empty. The sun had risen up over a cluster of housing blocks to the east, its pale glow pressing through a thin veil of cloud. The air around them was cool, and the wind brushed against their arms with the chill touch of icy cobwebs.
Marta turned to Paul. ‘What do we do now?’ she asked.
Paul tried to smile. ‘We wait for Switch. After that, I don’t know. He said he had an uncle in Bristol. Maybe we can find him.’
Marta grimaced. ‘In the unlikely event that Switch remembers where his uncle lives, and the man is even still alive, what do we do then? Sit and wait for the Huntsmen? And what about Jess and Simon?’
Paul looked pained. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t.’
They had avoided talking about it much until now. Nothing needed to be said; they all knew how desperate the situation was. Simon was most likely dead, and Jess too, unless by some miracle she’d survived the jump in the dark. Even Marta wouldn’t have chanced it blind, and she’d jumped from moving trains hundreds of times.
For a moment she marveled at what it must feel like to love someone so much you would risk dying for them. The jump had been near suicidal, and the girl’s devotion to Simon struck her as quite truly wonderful. There were days she’d lain awake at night, wishing someone would feel like that for her.
She’d had boyfriends, of course, some better than others. She found trust too difficult, and the last time she’d ever let herself feel love had been for a roguish guy called Jamie, whom she had known in her last year of school. They’d been a couple for a while, and she’d loved him far more than he deserved, for just a month after they had started going out he had gone out drunk and got himself shot by the police while trying to hold up a fuel station. She had mourned him for a while, but over time she’d come to see him for what he was: a bum, a freeloader, using her for a place to stay, borrowing her money, lying to her friends. Now, almost four years later, she felt nothing for him other than an odd, detached curiosity.
She sometimes wondered why she had never got together with Paul, or Simon before he found Jess. Simon, while a little too androgynous for her liking, had a smile that would have melted hearts in a happier world, and even Paul was attractive in a dad-like, homey kind of way. Marta, with hair she rarely cut that was matted from lack of care rather than dreaded, and a body that was hard from tube riding, knew she was attractive in a goth-punk kind of way, because enough guys had told her. Yet the kinship she shared with Paul and Simon was more like a family bond. She had never really seen them as anything else.
Until yesterday, she had felt that Switch was different. He didn’t let anyone close to him and had issues with trust, she knew. Before the Tube Riders, everyone in his life had let him down, and while Marta felt he looked out for them, she often felt it was only temporary. If the Tube Riders fell apart, he would most likely move on.
Ever since he had assumed the role of her protector though, she had seen him looking at her differently. As though, perhaps, the demons on their tail had scared his own inner demons away, and allowed him to move closer to her, maybe to the others too. Perhaps he had taken their union as Tube Riders for granted, and now he had come close to losing it he was considering things in a new light.
Paul shifted beside her. ‘He’s back,’ he said, as Switch came running over.
Squatting in front of them, he handed out bottles of water. Paul nudged Owen awake, and his brother looked up, eyes bleary.
‘What’s going on?’
‘Went back to the station,’ Switch said. ‘People about but no sign of the DCA or the fucking Huntsmen either. If they can track as well as they claim, they should be here by now.’
‘Was that a good idea?’ Marta asked. ‘Going back there?’
‘Don’t worry. I was as quiet as a dead fucking mouse. Whatever, it looks like they’ve either lost us or got caught up with red tape back in London. Who knows, maybe they got sidetracked looking for Simon and his woman.’
‘Jess,’ Paul said.
‘Yeah, I know her name.’
‘She didn’t cause this.’
Switch looked away. ‘Fucking government caused this. Ain’t that who her old man works for?’
Paul glared at him. ‘Yeah, before he was slaughtered by the Huntsmen, along with her mother. Obviously not very selective are they?’
‘I guess not.’ Switch rolled his good eye. His bad eye made it halfway around, then gave up and just twitched. ‘Anyway, I think we have to assume the others are dead. If not, perhaps the – Jess might get away. Her scent won’t have been all over St. Cannerwells like ours was. In the meantime, I think we need to worry about ourselves first, and get to ground.’
‘Your uncle?’ Paul asked.
‘Give me time, we only just arrived. Not been here in a while, you know. A lot of shit’s been blown up since then, it looks a little different. If it wasn’t for certain familiar landmarks I’d be as lost as you are.’
Paul nodded. ‘I guess that first we need to worry about what we’re going to do with the information we have before it kills us.’
‘Simon had the memory card, in case you forgot. We have no proof of anything now,’ Marta said, struggling to keep the hollowness out of her voice. Until now she hadn’t really had a chance to think about it, but what she had promised her parents ... it was over. They no longer had proof of what they’d seen. Now they were just a bunch of young people on the run, trying to stay as far ahead of the Huntsmen as possible.
‘We have what’s in our heads,’ Switch interrupted. ‘We have enough to start rumours, talk.’ He grinned. ‘Who knows, maybe they’ll even believe us.’
‘It’s something,’ Paul said. ‘Otherwise we just run until they catch us.’
‘You guys wanna stop talking and start moving?’ Owen said. ‘I’m getting cold.’
Switch grinned at him. ‘You got it right, kid. Let’s roll.’
Switch led them out of the park. There was still little traffic on the streets even as midday approached. Buses rumbled along among a handful of cars and motorbikes, some of their windows broken, swathes of dirt and dust along their sides. Glum people in factory uniforms stared out at nothing.
‘Wouldn’t wanna vacation here,’ Switch muttered as they ran. ‘Reckon I’d probably kill myself.’
They came out of a side street onto a wider road alongside a river, identified by a rusty sign as Temple Way. A bridge led over the muddy, lethargic water, and beyond it was another litter-strewn park. They could see the remains of park benches, a bandstand, even what looked like a small Ferris Wheel lying on its side. There were groups of people there too, sitting around under black or blue tarpaulin sheets, near fires that burned in old metal buckets and among piles of bricks. The faint echoes of laughter floated towards them from across the river.
They crossed the bridge and followed a sign that indicated the city centre, the road angling up from the river along a row of older buildings that wore the fading logos of old high street banks. There were no people here, and the road was empty of traffic.
‘Which way?’ Marta asked.
‘Trust me,’ Switch said. ‘I know a safe place.’
‘I’m hungry,’ Owen muttered, just as Paul said, ‘Look!’
Behind them, on the other side of the bridge, they saw a truck moving slowly along the road. Erected on its flat back was a huge television screen like the one they’d seen back in London. They could see the face of a man, hear snatches of what he said.
‘It’s the same broadcast as in London,’ Marta said. ‘About us. That crap about terrorists.’
‘I think we’d better get undercover quickly,’ Paul said.
‘Look at those people,’ Owen said, pointing.
In the park, people were stirring. A great cry went up as the truck moved slowly along the road outside. People stood up, shouting, waving sticks at the truck, throwing stones. A police officer standing guard lifted a speakerphone to his mouth and demanded calm, which only riled the people further.
As they watched, a mob began to grow out of crowd, moving through the park in the direction of the bridge. They carried sticks, rocks, metal poles, anything it seemed they could get their hands on.
‘They’re rioting,’ Marta said. ‘Those police are going to have a problem in a minute or two.’
They watched as the first police officer said something to the driver of the truck. The driver leaned out of his window, and over the distance between them they couldn’t make out his expression, but they saw the speed with which he ducked back inside, reaching for the gears.
Too late, another mob had taken a second bridge further down the park, and the truck was surrounded. The driver jumped out and together with the police officer turned and sprinted away down a side street.
‘What are they going to do?’ Paul asked.
The two mobs descended on the abandoned truck. Within moments several men had climbed up on to the back and had set upon the giant television screen with their weapons, smashing it up even as the Foreign Secretary, Douglas Lewitt, still read the Governor’s statement in a voice that boomed out across the park. Someone else had climbed up into the cab and was trying to clear people away in order to reverse it back.
‘They’re gonna bomb it,’ Switch said, grinning. ‘They’re sick of the government’s constant crap.’
‘What do you mean?’ Owen asked.
‘Into the river,’ he replied. ‘Divebomb it.’
‘Wow!’ Owen’s eyes were wide and he had a big grin on his face as though he were watching an action movie. ‘That’ll show them!’
‘It’ll make this area into a hive of police once those guys return with back up,’ Paul said. ‘We’d better get moving.’
‘Just let me watch this!’ Owen said, resisting Paul’s tug on his arm. Marta and Switch also turned to watch.
A low stone wall marked the edge of the river, but as one person moved the truck into reverse dozens of others kicked and struck the wall with their weapons. A couple of rocks came loose and fell in, then a couple more.
‘Clear!’ someone shouted, and the truck revved and jerked forward, slamming into the wall. A few more stones fell away, but the wall still held. The truck backed up again and the mob moved in to do some more damage. On the back of the truck, the battered television still played, indistinct flickers of colour darting across the damaged surface like tropical fish in a pond during the rain.
‘Clear out!’ someone shouted again, and the truck revved. This time, the man inside pushed open the door before the truck started to move. As it rumbled towards what remained of the wall, he jumped out into the arms of several people waiting alongside.
The truck struck the wall with a loud metallic bang and jerked upwards. Then the wheels must have caught again because it suddenly moved up and out, hanging precariously over the river for a moment before plummeting into the water below.
The truck struck the shallow riverbed with a huge crunch and rolled over on to its back. Water rushed up to drown out the colours of the television and with it the last remaining fragments of the Foreign Secretary’s face.
A huge cheer went up from the mob at the same time as a wail of sirens began in the distance.
‘Run!’ someone shouted, and like a stampede of deer fleeing from a predator, the mob split into two, both groups heading for the bridges leading over to the park. The few people who’d stayed behind by the tarpaulins gave a triumphant cheer.
‘Round one to the revolution,’ Marta said.
‘And on that note … don’t you think it’s time we made ourselves scarce?’ Paul said.
Switch grinned. ‘Follow me.’
He led them down the street between the rows of old banks, away from the park, towards the city centre. The street was eerily quiet after the ruckus behind them, almost empty of people. Even a dog sitting beside a sleeping tramp only gave them a brief look, before dropping its head to its paws and closing its eyes.
The road opened out on to a wide plaza, a central area surrounded by a large roundabout, office buildings, old hotels and theatres rising up all around. To their left, the plaza opened out on to a harbour waterfront, while opposite them the road wound uphill past a towering Gothic cathedral.
‘I take it this is the city centre,’ Paul said. ‘It’s rather pretty, but where are all the people?’
‘Perhaps they’re at work,’ Switch said. ‘They keep this country running somehow,’ he said. ‘Who’s to say they don’t have whole armies of slaves chained up in underground factories?’
The others were silent for a moment.
‘Because the police are so pathetic?’ Owen said at last.
‘Yeah, the ones back there were, but I’m not so sure about those.’ Switch pointed towards the road that led up past the cathedral. A little closer now, they saw it was blocked by a tall chain-link fence that ran across the length of the road. Behind it stood two men in dark uniforms, their faces covered by helmets with visors. Each had a rifle slung over his shoulder.
‘We had best keep out of sight,’ Marta said.
Switch looked around as though getting his bearings. Familiarity flashed across his face, and he pointed. ‘See that old theatre over there? We’re going in there.’
Paul coughed. ‘You mean the one right near the fence over there? Er, pardon me for sounding crazy, but wouldn’t it be better to go back the other way?’
Switch grinned, good eye wide with a hint of insanity. ‘The last place your enemy will look for you is under their own fucking doormat,’ he said. ‘Trust me, I have plenty of enemies. And have I ever been caught?’
Without waiting for a reply, he headed off to the right, skirting around the central plaza, close to the buildings around it which cast long shadows in the dawn sun.
‘That’s unless your enemies hunt purely by smell,’ Paul muttered.
Marta shrugged. ‘He’s got us this far, and we don’t have any better options.’
Switch skirted around out of sight of the guards by the fence and then headed back in their direction on the same side of the plaza. On this side the buildings all had a second floor overhang, giving them cover. A scattering of homeless people lay asleep in the sheltered doorways, but the buildings looked dark and abandoned.
The front entrance of the old theatre was shut up, huge barred wooden doors offering no way through. Switch, though, ducked into a thin alley that ran alongside. The others followed, having to turn sideways to squeeze through.
‘Where’s he going?’ Paul asked, stumbling on a mess of garbage, old drink cans and plastic bags, a couple of smashed chairs and the charred remains of an old bookcase.
‘Voila,’ Switch said from the shadows ahead of them. Marta, going ahead of Owen with Paul coming last, stumbled out into a small courtyard at the theatre’s rear. A thin lane wound up out of sight behind a derelict pub towards the fenced off area, and in the other direction towards a distant junction.
Switch was standing by a service entrance, a small door in the wall alongside a larger opening blocked by a metal shutter, a drop off point for equipment or stage sets.
‘You want to get inside?’ Marta said. ‘I think between us we should be able to pick the lock.’
Switch shook his head and grinned again. He twisted the handle and the door opened silently. ‘It’s unlocked.’
Before they could say anything, he slipped through the opening.
‘Uh, Switch,’ Marta started, then shrugged her shoulders and followed him in. Paul started to tell Owen to wait outside, but his brother was already close behind Marta, his clawboard held up like a weapon.
Inside, Switch pulled the door shut behind them and took a small torch out of his pocket. ‘I don’t want them to know we’re here,’ he said.
‘Who?’ Marta asked him.
‘Whoever lives in here.’
‘Is this not likely to get us killed?’
He shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. A lot of things could get us killed right now.’ He flashed the torch around and headed across towards a door in the far wall. When he opened it a thin light slipped through. ‘Electricity’s on then,’ he said.
A square emergency light coloured the corridor beyond orange. Switch flicked a switch on the wall near to him and for a moment the loading bay was basked in a clinical brightness before he quickly turned it off again.
‘Why did you turn it off?’ Paul said, still squinting from the sudden brightness. ‘I preferred this place with light.’
‘I don’t think we’re in any danger,’ Switch said, ‘But I’d prefer it if we got to see whoever lives here before they see us. You know, just in case.’
‘You scared, Paul?’ Owen quipped. ‘The really bad stuff’s behind us, remember?’
Paul gave him a mock slap around the ears. ‘Shut up, kid.’
Switch headed up the corridor, the others following. He moved cautiously, checking around the corners before he moved on, always light on his feet.
‘Could be they’re sleeping too,’ he said.
‘Let’s hope so.’
Finally, Switch pulled open a door into what looked like a storage room. He glanced around inside, then flicked on a light. At the back of the room several large chests were stacked against the wall. Switch shut the door behind them, then went over to the chests and started to pull one down.
‘We’ll help,’ Paul said, motioning Owen over.
‘It’s heavy,’ Owen said, as they dropped it down on the floor. ‘What’s in it?’
‘Old costumes, I’m assuming,’ Switch said. ‘This is a theatre, isn’t it?’
‘What do you want with those?’ Marta asked.
Again came that grin. ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but after a long night of traveling, not to mention jumping over trains, hanging from buildings, getting stabbed, attacked, shot at…’ He spread his arms. ‘I fancied a few hours sleep.’
‘You’ve got that right,’ Owen said.
‘And you, kid, after getting a little shut-eye earlier, have nominated yourself for first watch.’
‘Switch, you’re one hell of a guy,’ Paul said, as Owen scowled.
‘Anyway, enough of the deserved praise. Let’s get this bastard thing open, see if we can’t find something that’ll work as a blanket.’ He tugged on the catch, but it was locked. ‘Okay, that’s fucking strange.’
‘Perhaps the costumes are valuable,’ Marta said.
‘Maybe, who knows?’
‘Let me try,’ Paul said. ‘I’ve dealt with worse locks than that. You got something thin?’
Switch pulled what looked like a metal pencil out of his coat and handed it to Paul.
‘What the hell is this?’
‘I got it on the black market. It’s an old ninja weapon. You throw it.’
‘Well, let’s see if it’ll pick locks too.’
Paul knelt in front of the case and pushed the metal pencil into the lock. The mechanism was big, not made for high security, and after a few seconds of jostling the tool back and forth Paul grunted, ‘Okay,’ and the clasp snapped up. Switch pulled up the lid and stood back for the others to see the chest’s contents.
‘Oh my,’ Marta said, eyes wide.
‘Well, I’ll be fucked if that’s not quite what I was expecting to find.’
Paul and Owen leaned forward to look. Both gasped with surprise and Paul even took a step back.
The chest was full of guns.
‘Well,’ Switch said. ‘Looks like we’ve found ourselves a way out of this. There are enough guns here to storm London.’
From the doorway behind them, someone said, ‘That’s pretty much the plan.’
Switch and Marta spun, Switch with a knife in his hand, already coming up to throw. Paul stepped back, dragging Owen with him.
Three men stood by the door they had not heard open, casually dressed but each with a semi-automatic weapon trained on the Tube Riders.
‘Okay,’ the man in the centre said. He was around thirty, lean and tight with wiry muscle, and, Marta thought, very handsome. She felt colour fill her cheeks and silently scolded herself for getting all girly at the most inappropriate moment. What the hell is wrong with me? They’re going to shoot us!
The leader’s eyes flicked to Marta, and for a moment he looked amused. Then he glanced across at the others, gave a wry smile and flicked long, dark hair away from his face. ‘Well, there’ll be time later for introductions, but first of all would you mind telling us how you ended up in our armoury?’
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Lost Girl
 
It was twilight when Jess woke. She sat up and rubbed her head, then brushed some leaves and twigs off her body. She wrapped her arms around herself, shaking out some of the stiffness. She had fallen badly and lost consciousness, but she was still a novice after all so really she had to be thankful she hadn’t broken anything at best.
At first she had thought it was dawn, but then realised the sun was on the wrong side of the sky. It had been dark when she’d jumped from the train, and it appeared she had been unconscious right through the day. Perhaps her body just needed to shut down for a while, work some of the trauma out of her system, or perhaps she’d hit the ground harder than she’d intended and should consider herself lucky to still be alive.
Idiot, she scolded herself. What good are you to Simon if you’re dead?
She climbed to her feet and saw the crossbow and her knife lying further back up the railway line. Before jumping after Simon, she had thrown her weapons down first. Her clawboard, too, lay in the grass near her feet, seemingly undamaged.
Everything flooded back quickly: the ambush by the Cross Jumpers, her parents’ brutal murders, fleeing London with the DCA and the Huntsmen on their tail. She wanted it all to be a bad dream, but the sight of her parents’ mutilated bodies was like a knife in her stomach. Almost as bad had been that never-ending race through the pitch black of the railway tunnels, as they clung like lichen to the side of the freight train.
#
It seemed like they were speeding through the wet darkness forever, the freight train taking a different route to the commuter tubes, following a thin, cold tunnel that sometimes seemed so close that their bodies brushed the walls. Ghosts screamed out of the darkness and rare flickers of light burst from nowhere to dazzle them. Jess felt her hands shaking, her fingers seizing up from the cold as she fought to hold on.
The train roared on endlessly, the wheels thudding a rapid dakka ta dakka ta dakka ta over the rails below. Jess screamed her own panic out at the dark as her clawboard jumped and shook, its tenuous grip on the metal rail forever near to failing. Her legs ached from the vibrations, and her neck was stiff from the buffeting of the wind. For a second she leaned her head back into the dark, stretching her neck, only to feel something catch and tear away a clump of her hair. She jerked her head back in, acutely aware just how close they were to the tunnel walls.
Another inch…
The tunnel continued roughly straight as far as she could tell, the train jerking back and forth in a meandering line, tugging her shoulders, making her hips hurt. After what felt like an eternity the tunnel began to rise, and then suddenly they were outside, rolling below the clear night sky, the looming perimeter wall of London GUA receding behind them like a chasing mountain that couldn’t keep pace. And as Jess looked out past a thin chain-link fence at the dark shadows of forest behind, lit only by the light of the moon, she felt as though for the first time since escaping the Huntsmen that she could breathe.
Suddenly the train didn’t seem so fast. Suddenly her aches and pains seemed to leave her, and suddenly she understood how this could be not just dangerous and terrifying, but exhilarating. Defying the danger she had faced in the tunnel, she leaned her head back into the cold air and let the wind take her hair.
As her eyes adjusted to the night she made out the others on the train ahead of her. Paul, at the front, was suffering worst from the wind; he had a coat but was also trying to shield Owen from the full blast of the cold. Marta and Switch too, had managed to crowd together now the threat of the tunnel wall was gone, but it barely made a difference.
Now that she could see him, Jess shuffled her way forward to Simon, and from his agonized moans she realised his wound was worse than they had thought. His head lolled as he struggled to stay conscious, even the constant buffeting of the wind failing to help.
‘I can’t hold on!’ he gasped, eyes squeezed shut with pain.
And then, suddenly, before she even had a chance to reply, the train bucked, hitting a loose or ill-fitting rail. Simon was there one moment, gone the next, his already tenuous hold unhooked by the train’s movement, pitching him off into the dark. The train rushed on so fast she didn’t even hear the sound of him striking the ground.
Jess screamed, her mind snapping alert. ‘Marta!’ she screamed forward into the wind. ‘Simon’s gone!’
Marta looked back at her, and in the dark her expression was unreadable. Whether Marta had heard or not, Jess couldn’t tell.
‘I have to find him!’ she screamed. Then, ‘We’ll meet you there!’ although she wasn’t really sure where there was. She heard Marta shout her name, but Jess was no longer listening. She threw her weapons away, then closed her eyes, tensed her hands on the clawboard, and kicked up and off.
She trusted entirely to luck. Life owed her a break, and she took it now. Landing on a slope, the wind was crushed out of her as she rolled, bouncing down through thick grass and brambles that tried to hold on to her clothes. Her head spun, the clawboard falling loose from her grip, and the last thing she remembered was something hard as it collided with her head.
#
As she looked around now under the last remnants of sunlight, she realised the claws of the brambles that had raked her skin through her clothing had slowed her progress just enough. Otherwise the rock she had hit might have killed her.
After finding her weapons, she crept back along the railway line, looking for signs of where Simon had fallen. In the dark, it had been difficult to judge how far the train had gone while she’d been dumbstruck, but she guessed it could be anything up to three miles. It had taken time to alert the others and then throw down her weapons, and also – it shamed her to admit – time to decide if she should follow Simon or not. She had been frightened, of course, but part of her wondered if there was any point. He had been badly injured already, and the fall would surely have killed him. Only the image of her dead parents had spurred her on. Simon was all she had left now, and if there was a chance he was still alive and she could save him, she was prepared to take it.
After half an hour of walking she had still found no sign of him, and had come to a small bridge, under which a fast flowing river made its rocky way down into the valley. While she couldn’t be certain, she had no recollection of them passing over a river after Simon had fallen, and she was sure she had gone too far. Frustrated, she began to backtrack.
Just as she was beginning to wonder whether they might have passed over the bridge after all, she saw something wooden poking up out of the undergrowth by the fence.
Simon’s clawboard.
Of Simon, though, there was no sign.
Jess looked around her, wondering if he’d crawled a few feet and was lying nearby. There was no sign of him on the upslope side of the tracks, nor in the trees in the immediate vicinity. There was a hole in the fence that he could have climbed through, but there was no blood, no sign of torn clothing. The sky was darkening, but Jess could still see that on the other side of the fence the undergrowth had been trampled down.
As she ducked through the hole she touched a piece of the cut metal with her finger and found it still sharp. In the twilight she’d thought the hole caused by rust, but someone had done this recently with wire cutters. Simon, she knew, had no such equipment, which meant someone had been here and taken Simon with them. Whether he was living or dead, though, was another matter.
She looked back towards the railway line. The overhanging trees already made it difficult to see, and with no torch or way of making light she could easily get lost. Still, Simon was out there somewhere, maybe in danger. And there was no telling how much of a head start they had on the Huntsmen. It could be days, it could be hours.
She turned with her back to the railway line, and started forward into the forest. The undergrowth was sparse beneath the trees, many of which tilted at bizarre angles. For a while she was able to follow the trail left by whoever had taken Simon: the undergrowth was trampled and hacked down in places. Whoever had taken him – almost certainly more than one person – had not feared pursuit, making her more and more certain that it wasn’t the Huntsmen or the DCA.
In places, the foundations of old buildings rose up out of the undergrowth. Pretty soon Jess realised she was walking through an overgrown, abandoned town. Wide sections between buildings marked old roads, with occasional patches of tarmac appearing underfoot. She remembered a fairytale from her childhood, Sleeping Beauty, where everyone in the castle fell into a deep sleep for a hundred years and everything became overgrown. She felt a little nervous, but in another way it was almost beautiful. Nature, something she’d seen so little of, was untamed here, rapidly reclaiming its stolen land.
If she hadn’t been so troubled by the events of the last few hours, she would have marveled at it all.
Few people in the cities knew much about what went on out in the Greater Forested Areas, but because her father worked within the government she had a little more information than most. The official line was that the government had chosen to segregate forms of industry, and the social status that went with it. It had been intended as a commune system, where energy could be concentrated on one or a handful of related tasks, with free movement between the GUAs and GFAs. As dissatisfaction with the system had grown, especially in the cities, which still suffered from a lower standard of living, the perimeter walls became taller and more fortified, with movement requiring first written notification of business, then a local council permit, and finally an official government-stamped document of authorization.
The final closing up of travel between the major conurbation areas of London, Bristol, Manchester-Liverpool, Birmingham and Newcastle-Sunderland to all but officially sanctioned individuals, coincided with the banning of several major forms of communication: the internet, mobile phones and also several major independent television networks. The BBC was shut down and reemerged as the Mega Britain Television Company, broadcasting mostly inoffensive game shows, cooking programs and old movies.
Massive rioting had ensued in all the cities. The people outside in the GFAs, though, with their comfortable standard of living and stress-free lifestyle, barely stirred. There were a handful of meetings, mainly concerned by the demolition of hundreds of minor population areas and the moving of large numbers of underemployed people into the cities, but as the cleanup operation gained pace many of the more powerful dissenters were ameliorated by unexpected financial incentives, or offers of land. Many of those who still didn’t sway simply disappeared.
Within the GUAs, though, the rioting lasted for weeks. Armed militias laid siege to government buildings and in some areas held open pitched battles with government soldiers. The uprising was always going to fail, though, and the government brought it to a close with the release of dozens of prototype Huntsmen. The creatures, some uncontrollable once released, cut a bloody swathe through the ranks of the dissenters, until finally the riots were subdued and a relative calm fell.
Then, of course, the government began to close up all the other major urban centres. Ports were shut down, airports dismantled, trade with foreign countries reduced, some cut completely. The food producers – the GFAs – were pampered and lavished with financial rewards, while all the time the distance from technology and urbanization was slowly lengthening. In the cities, unrest began to grow as the government squandered its financial resources on the GFAs and the increasingly crackpot space program, something that even many of those on the inside of the government failed to understand. The rich who had stayed in the cities lived in better areas, in houses wired top to bottom with security devices, while the poor, the under-classes, got by the best they could.
She began to stumble as the night closed in, hindering her progress. Having spent her entire life in a street-lit twilight zone, an uneasy sense of claustrophobia descended upon her. So used to seeing violence on the streets, flashing sirens, uncontrolled fires, suddenly the sharp call of a bird carried double the menace; the crackle and creak of something moving nearby could be more than just a fox or rabbit. She found her knife in her hand, her breath quick in her throat.
Something rustled in the trees behind her, and the tension that had been building in Jess suddenly broke. With a horrified squeal she bolted, knife gripped tightly in one hand, the other hand held out in front of her to ward off the branches that battered at her face.
For a couple of minutes she ran hard, dodging instinctively between the trees, ducking low under heavy branches. And then her luck ran out.
Dashing through a thicker stand of trees in near total darkness, her foot snagged a root and she tumbled forward into a thicket of nettles and brambles. Crying out as something grunted and bolted away, she rolled over and over, slashing her knife towards unseen enemies in the darkness around her. Finally, almost in submission, she rolled on to her back, and realised she was staring up at the clear night sky. The trees were a dark shadow away to her right. Underneath her was grass.
She was out.
She brushed herself down as she stood up and looked around. The moon glowed brightly in a cloudless sky, a black sheet scattered with glimmering stars, stretching away to meet a slightly lighter blue pushing up from the gentle curve of distant rolling hills. Far away, in a hollow several miles distant, she saw the scattering of lights that indicated a small town. Nearer, though, perhaps just a few feet away, across a flat open pasture dotted with large round humps (which she knew from a childhood book to be hay bales) she saw other lights, four, five maybe, moving about.
People.
Jess smiled with relief, both at being out of the forest and to find there were other people out here after all.
The first natives of this foreign land.
She looked around for the nearest hedgerow, but the field seemed to stretch for miles in either direction. The huge bales would have to be cover, then.
Crouching low, she darted from one bale to the next until she was just fifty feet from the moving lights. Cautiously, she leaned out.
The light was coming from a couple of paraffin lanterns set down in the grass around a large truck trailer and from the torches several men were carrying. She counted six men in all, the glow from the torches revealing them as young, maybe just a couple of years older than her. All of them wore shabby overalls which looked black or brown. Working together, they were rolling the bales up a ramp on to the trailer.
At first, the performing of such an arduous task without the help of any kind of machinery made Jess think they were stealing them, but the snatches of conversation that she caught told her different.
‘Six more, boys. Then we’ll call it a night.’
‘Six? We’ll be here til midnight and I wanted to grab a pint!’
‘We can be done by ten-thirty if we move quick. And anyway, if you boys want to come by mine when we’re done, I got a few cold ones in the fridge and a hot pack of cards just waiting to take your money.’
‘Sounds like a challenge!’
‘Got an early start though, eh, lads.’
‘That old sod Weston booked the cab to come by at seven tomorrow, take the first load. Weather’s gonna turn, so forecast says. Got to get these boys undercover ‘fore then.’
‘Curse on Weston for flogging off his forklift. We’d have done the lot in half an hour.’
‘Well, what I heard was that the council took it. Government rechartered it, gave him a payoff. Like they been doing with the cars.’
‘Cities are running out, seems.’
‘Huh. Seems like everything is, ‘cept beer.’
‘Don’t complain ‘bout that! Dumb government want to throw beer at us like water who are we to complain?’
Jess frowned. In London beer was illegal. You could get it on the black-market, of course, so readily that many people thought the government was actually supplying it. Here, though, it seemed people were drinking it unrestricted. She wondered what else they had.
A light suddenly flashed in her eyes.
‘Hey! You boys see that? Someone out there!’
‘No–’
‘I did, looked like a lass! Hey, you!’
Footsteps in her direction. Jess gripped the knife and looked about her. She had weapons, but six guys in the dark would be impossible to fight against. And they were a long way from any help.
She glanced left, right, then picked an area ahead where the bales were numerous. She glanced back to see what head start she had, then sprinted across the field, the sharp stalks of the cut hay scratching her ankles.
‘There she is!’
‘Hey you, maid, wait up!’
‘You from the village? Shouldn’t be out here after dark!’
‘Come here, we won’t hurt you!’
Jess didn’t give them the opportunity to prove their word. She ducked behind the nearest bale and dropped to the ground, shuffling deep into the recess left by the curved edge. A moment later the men jogged past, torches flashing back and forth. She knew they wouldn’t maintain the chase for long, so she quickly scrambled back out, rounded the bale and jogged back to the trailer where they’d left their lamps burning.
Behind the trailer, a gate opened on to a lane. Jess glanced back, hearing a few more shouts out across the field as the men continued their search. On the edge of the trailer she found a small plastic lunchbox next to one of the lamps. She grabbed it then quickly extinguished the lamp and took that too.
As the men’s shouts came nearer as they returned to the trailer, Jess took her treasure and ran for the road.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Freedom Fighters
 
The handsome man called himself Ishael. Now, as he sat facing the Tube Riders, the four of them sitting in a row on an old, musty-smelling sofa, he rubbed his chin, picking at a piece of stubble. ‘So, let me get this straight. Those damn broadcasts are about you?’
Marta, holding a steaming cup of delicious tea in her hands, nodded. ‘It seems so. And now we have the DCA, Huntsmen, and God knows what else on our trail. We’ve not had a great last twenty-four hours, let’s put it that way.’
‘That’s a fucking understatement and a half,’ Switch muttered.
‘Well.’ Ishael leaned back in the chair. His gun was back in a holster on his belt, but one of the other men was guarding the door to the small meeting room where they had brought the Tube Riders, a gun held loosely in his hand.
‘That’s a pretty good reason not to kill us, don’t you think?’ Owen said.
‘Be quiet,’ Paul scolded.
Ishael smiled. ‘On the contrary. You realise that by being here at all you compromise our own safety? If you’re right about Huntsmen being after you, they’ll follow you right here. Perhaps we should just kill you and throw you out for them.’
‘You have weapons, you can fight them,’ Switch said. ‘Give us a bunch of guns and we’ll stand out there and wait for the fuckers. All we have is knives and other lame shit. Mostly other lame shit.’
Marta couldn’t help but smile at his crude attempt at modesty. They had been searched by Ishael and his men, and while herself, Paul and Owen only had their clawboards, Marta’s pepper spray and a couple of knives, Switch had yielded up a veritable armoury of his own. The men had looked quite impressed by the array of knives, throwing stars and other weapons. He’d told them with a proud smirk how he’d lost his nail gun in St. Cannerwells, but not before taking out a DCA agent.
‘You’ve survived so far,’ Ishael said, raising an eyebrow at Switch. ‘Anyway, say they come here and we somehow kill them? Two days later they’ll send more. If we manage to kill those, they’ll roll out the entire army. We can’t win. Do you have any idea how many prototypes they have? Handing you over might be the best way to keep ourselves alive.’
‘But you’ll expose yourselves,’ Marta said.
Ishael shrugged. ‘We’re just a smalltime gang, of no consequence to anyone.’
Switch scoffed. ‘No “smalltime gang” has that many guns, man. We might have stumbled in here by luck, but we know what you are. You might as well admit it.’
Switch was right, but as Marta watched his face as he spoke, she couldn’t help but think that luck had nothing to do with it. Switch had known exactly who he’d find when he led them here.
Ishael looked at each of them in turn. ‘I don’t think you’re in a position to ask us to admit to anything. We have the guns, remember.’
Switch grinned. ‘Come on, man, if you were going to kill us, you’d have done it already. And if you are freedom fighters as I’m pretty certain you are, you’re fighting against the very people who enjoy doing that sort of thing.’
Ishael raised an eyebrow. ‘You’d better hope you’re right then.’
Marta was getting tired of the banter. She shifted forward on her seat. ‘Can you help us get over to France?’ she asked.
Switch, sitting beside Marta on the sofa, glanced at her. For once he looked taken off guard. His bad eye twitched like crazy. ‘France?’ he muttered. After all, they’d not really talked what would happen after they got to Bristol in any realistic terms.
Ishael smiled. ‘What exactly did you do so wrong that you need to get to France?’
Marta had thought about it a lot over the last few hours, during which they’d been allowed to rest by Ishael’s men. While Paul, Owen, and Switch had slept a while, Marta had lain awake, considering their options. Getting out of the country seemed like the only sensible thing to do. Quite how to do it was another matter.
‘We watched the Department of Civil Affairs murder the European Confederation’s ambassador,’ Marta said. ‘They then set his death up as an act of terrorism, and we were shouldered with the blame to give them a reason to hunt us. We had proof, but ... our friends didn’t make it. It’s left to us now to pass the information on and I’d say that setting the Huntsmen on us proves how important we are.’
Ishael’s tone went suddenly serious. ‘You said you had proof?’
‘A friend of ours recorded the Ambassador’s murder on a digital camera. But ... the memory card got lost.’
‘Then who’s going to believe you?’
Marta spread her hands. ‘Well, who in Mega Britain has actually seen the Ambassador? He hasn’t made any broadcast appearances, yet all of us saw him with our own eyes. We can describe him, even what he was wearing.’
Ishael’s face changed. Suddenly his doubts had been replaced by hope. ‘You think anyone’s going to believe you?’ he repeated.
Switch nodded towards the door. ‘Where did you get those guns? They don’t exactly grow them on trees over in Wales, you know.’
Ishael smiled. ‘Quite right. Maybe we can help you after all. What happened to the others? The ones with the memory card?’
Marta exchanged glances with Switch and Paul. ‘We don’t know for sure,’ she said. ‘We got … separated. Out in the GFA.’
Ishael grimaced. He paused for a moment and rubbed his chin. ‘That’s unfortunate.’
‘But now we’ve found you…’
Ishael stared at her, his eyes narrowing. ‘You said you found us by chance? That’s a hell of a coincidence, don’t you think? That of all the people in Bristol that you could run into it just happens to be us?’
Marta and Paul both glared at Switch. Owen chuckled. ‘Sometimes you two are as blind as that Huntsman we ran into. He runs circles round you.’
Switch grinned again. He looked at Ishael. ‘Okay, you got me. It was all a bit vague until I saw that fence. Then I remembered. Figured you guys might still be camped out right under their noses, being the last place an enemy looks, and all.’
Ishael looked at him. ‘If I thought you were a government spy you’d be dead by now. So how did you–?’
‘I’ve been here before.’ He paused, leaning forward on the sofa to fix Ishael with a stare. ‘I used to be one of you.’
Everyone was staring at him now.
Ishael’s hand dropped to his gun. ‘I think someone might remember you. Perhaps I was wrong–’
‘Calm down, man.’ Switch held up a hand. ‘I wanted to ask before, but I guess I was hoping to surprise him, and I haven’t seen him about. Is William Worth still with you people by any chance? It’s been a few years, but ...’
‘William? Yeah, William’s still here. But how the hell do you know ...’ the words failed on Ishael’s tongue and he stared open-mouthed.
Switch spread his arms. ‘I’m Steve Worth, man. The long lost son.’
Ishael’s hand fell away from his gun. He turned to the guard by the door. ‘Go see if Will’s back yet,’ he commanded, voice hollow with shock. ‘My God–’
‘William’s still doing good?’
‘He’s great.’ Ishael’s handsome features appeared to have taken on a red sheen. ‘I didn’t, um, recognise you, Steve.’
Switch smirked. ‘Well, I’m not ten years old anymore, and you know, the eye. You can’t plan for these things, eh. I remember you too. I used to take the piss out of your stupid name, but I guess that’s what you get when you grow up in a gypo commune. I see you’ve jumped up the chain of command. Cleaning pots last time I saw you, wasn’t it?’
‘Someone had to do it.’
‘Well, you’re looking pretty dapper these days too, I notice. So did Marta.’ Switch jabbed an elbow in her side.
Marta felt her cheeks bloom. ‘Shut up, Switch,’ she said, suddenly feeling no older than Owen.
Ishael too, looked a little uncomfortable, but before he could reply Paul rescued both of them by changing the subject. ‘Do you mind explaining what’s going on here, Switch? You said you had an uncle in Bristol. You forgot to mention he was part of an underground resistance group!’
Switch shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to get your hopes up. People die young in this country.’
‘Where the hell is he?’ came a loud voice from the corridor outside, and Marta jumped as the door burst open. A muscular Afro-Caribbean man stepped into the room, a beaming grin on his face. His curled hair was slightly greying, but his face lacked any meaningful age lines. The only real age was in his eyes.
‘Stevie! Is that really you?’
‘Hey, Unc! Long time no fucking see!’
Switch jumped up from the sofa and was swallowed up in a huge bear hug. William’s face looked like it would crack if he smiled any wider, and Marta thought she saw the glimmer of tears in his eyes, the light of answered prayers. She found herself smiling too. She listened to William’s laughter, great heaving gasps, and realised he was sobbing, tears streaming down his face. She thought about her brother, and her own eyes filled with tears.
William pushed Switch out at arm’s length and looked him up and down. Switch was no more than a toy in his huge hands.
‘Oh, my boy! My boy! I never thought … Goddamn, you’re so different!’ William pulled a hand across his face to wipe away tears. He frowned. ‘What the hell happened to your eye?’
Switch grinned. ‘I jumped off a train and hit a wall,’ he said, causing William to bellow with laughter.
‘As good a reason as any,’ he said, and Marta was not sure if he believed Switch or thought it was a joke. Switch was grinning but Marta remembered the day it had happened, the sickening thud he’d made as he slammed against the wall, the way he had seemed to slide down to the breakfall mats in slow motion. Her, Paul, Simon and a couple of others they’d been riding with had gone running over, expecting the worst. Switch had looked up at them through one bloody eye, and muttered, ‘Fuck, that hurt.’
‘Uncle, you haven’t changed at all,’ Switch said. ‘I was expecting you to look older.’
‘Ah, you’re too kind,’ William said. ‘I always wondered what became of you, Stevie.’ His eyes welled up again. ‘I should never have let you go out that day…’
‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Switch said. ‘The damn government keeps fucking people in the ass, and it’s about time we turned around and fucked them right back.’ He turned to the others. ‘Uncle, these are my friends, Marta, Paul, and, um, Paul’s brother.’
‘My name’s Owen, you wanker,’ Owen said.
William roared with laughter. ‘Got spirit, this one. Like you had!’
The others were looking at Switch with questioning expressions. The physical resemblance was not exactly close. Switch explained, ‘My natural parents were killed in the riots, I think. I’d been through one or two bad foster homes before Unc took me in.’
‘I was taking a nap on a park bench,’ William said. ‘I felt this tugging on my shoe. I kicked out, and when I looked up I found Stevie here lying flat out on his back. He must have been five or six, and I’d just flattened his nose, blood everywhere. He’d been trying to steal my shoes. Six sizes too big for him, but hey.’
‘I was going to sell them.’
‘Man, that kid’s spirit impressed me,’ William told them. ‘So I took him in. I raised him as my own, right here in this place. But, fuck, I turned my back. You can never turn your back, goddamn…’
‘The government was rounding up street kids and transporting them up to the Manchester-Liverpool GUA to work in the steel factories,’ Switch said. ‘I was down at the homeless shelter scrounging a free meal, and the next thing I know I’ve got two guys dumping me in the back of a truck. I was ten years old, but one of those guys is half blind now.’
Marta smiled. She didn’t doubt that for a moment.
‘After a few months in some sweatshop in Manchester I was moved again, down to London where I was put to work cleaning the crap out of some abattoir.’ He shook his head, grimacing at the memory. ‘Those plastic mops, snap them and sharpen up the broken handle ends, that’s the way I did it. Left the guard captain to bleed to death among the pig carcasses. Got out, took a bunch of other kids with me, and the streets looked after me from then on.’
William laughed. ‘That’s my boy.’
Owen was beaming at Switch. ‘Man, if I ever get to be as cool as you…’
‘You’re doing okay as it is,’ Paul said, putting an arm round his brother’s shoulders, but shooting a look at Switch that clearly said, don’t encourage him.
William couldn’t keep the smile off his face, but he said, ‘I’m glad you’re back, Stevie, but I hear you have more problems.’
Switch gave him a brief account of the last day. ‘We have to get out of Bristol,’ he concluded.
‘To France,’ Marta added.
William turned to Ishael. He raised an eyebrow. ‘If we can get these kids across to France, do you think they can raise us an army?’
Ishael shrugged. ‘All the ports are closed except those transporting freight along the coast. Even if we could get a ship away, there are sea mines moored ten miles offshore. Not to mention the damn coastal guns, the patrols…’
‘I had no idea it was so bad,’ Marta said.
Ishael nodded. ‘That son-of-a-bitch has got us roped off from the rest of the world. He gives our country a dumb new name, but there’s nothing “Mega” about this failing place. It’s falling apart under his nose and the rest of the world is laughing at us. It’s apathy that’s kept Europe from intervening, or worse, razing the whole country. I guess milk-face finally ran out of money for that dumb space program he’s killing people for.’
‘You know about that?’ Paul said.
‘Yeah, we know. We don’t know why he’s sending those overweight freighters up, just to watch them hit the lower atmosphere and disintegrate, but we can guess.’
‘Europe, the States and China have fully active space programs,’ William said. ‘We think that the Governor wants a piece of the action, and a large slice at that.’
‘Or more, he wants something that’s up there, floating around.’
‘What?’
Ishael shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’
Owen yawned, making William laugh. ‘Looks like the youngster’s had enough action for one day.’ Despite Owen’s loud protests, he continued, ‘We’ll find you a place to rest a little more. Meanwhile we will send some men over to the station to wait for the inevitable convoy. Maybe we can set them a trap to buy you some more time.’
‘The Huntsmen?’ Marta said.
William nodded. ‘Rolling out those beasts takes time and effort. The DCA know they have to maintain some control. Let them off the leash in the GFAs and in a couple of days there’d be no cattle left alive between here and London, but what you can be sure of is that if they’ve gone to the trouble of releasing them in the first place, they’re not going away until you’re dead.’
With that grim prediction ringing in their ears, the Tube Riders were taken back to the old changing room they’d been allowed to sleep in earlier. Marta, who’d barely slept before, felt weary beyond words.
‘Although this is our headquarters,’ one of the guards told her, ‘there are very few people who actually live here. Most of our recruits live in normal society, undercover. It’s safer that way. Sometimes, though, we have training and we congregate here.’
‘We’re very thankful,’ Marta said.
‘What happens if the Huntsmen come in the night?’ Owen asked.
The man smiled grimly. ‘We’ll post someone outside your room. You’ll probably know from the screams.’
#
Back in the meeting room, alone now, Ishael turned to William.
‘They didn’t think this out too clearly, did they?’
‘They’re just kids. They’re hurt and tired and on the run. I imagine they’ve seen a lot of death in the last few hours.’
Ishael grimaced. ‘They might have Huntsmen on their trail yet Steve brought them straight here? Strikes me as stupid.’
‘Stevie’s not dumb. He knows how easily we can vanish, empty this place, leave no trace. The Huntsmen will come in and follow the scent until it leaves again. The DCA will write this place off as just somewhere they sheltered. Remember, the Huntsmen aren’t looking for us.’
‘Can we help them? Can we get them to France?’
William shrugged. ‘It’ll be easy enough to blow a set of gates and get them out of Bristol. Where they go from there is a little more tricky. I have an idea, but it’s a long shot. You know what’s in Cornwall, don’t you?’
Ishael frowned. ‘You know that’s beyond risk.’
‘It might be our best chance. There’s no port we can get them out of.’
Ishael nodded. ‘It’s still risky.’
‘First of all we need to buy them some time.’
Ishael looked grim. ‘And in order to buy them time to get out we have to go to war. We have to go to war, William.’
The bigger man nodded. He frowned deeply, his lips tight. ‘A lot of men are going to die if we go up against the Huntsmen. It takes a lot of firepower to stop one of those monsters.’
‘A lot of men are going to die if we don’t. The question is whether the information these kids have is worth it.’
Ishael looked grim. ‘We might never know.’
‘You’re in charge. It’s your call.’
Ishael took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Okay. Send out the alert. Call the men together and get them armed. We need to have a watch on the station within the hour.’
 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirty: Darkness Rising
 
Dreggo still felt groggy from the drugs, but she had been given little time to recover before guards had hauled her, still shackled, out into a large, dirty room where a group of Huntsmen and their handlers waited. At first she thought this would be her fate, to be set upon by a dozen or more of the things for the amusement of the scientists and government officials who waited in a group at one end. By God, she thought, I’ll take a few of them with me. The scientists, too.
Her senses were slowly coming back. She felt changed, different, and not just physically. Something had happened to her face and a metal plate now covered half of it. With her right eye she could still see normally, but when she closed it her left was like a computer screen. She could call up information just by focusing her attention on menu buttons along the top edge, while the images she saw moved differently, pixilated. It was wired it up to her neuro-transmitters, because a simple decision would alter the vision in her left eye from infra-red to night-vision to heat sensitive.
Her sense of smell was stronger too. She could almost see the scent trails each man in the room had left. She could tell to within seconds how long they’d been standing in each particular position, which door they’d entered through, who they had talked to while waiting for her entrance.
And it also revealed to her something else that she suspected but had not known for sure until now.
The doctor, Karmski. His scent was all over her body, strongest in her most intimate areas.
While she had lain broken and unconscious, he had raped her. And she felt certain it wasn’t the first time. His scent had a familiarity, one which she associated with all the darkest memories of her past. Those memories, she felt sure, had happened here, her transformed, unconscious body used as a plaything in dark chambers far underground, where, even if she could have made a sound, no one would have heard her cries.
‘Dreggo.’ Karmski stepped forward now, gesturing to the men around him.
‘This is Mr. Clayton, and his associate, Mr. Vincent, from the Department of Civil Affairs. I think you might have met Mr. Vincent before.’
She didn’t respond, but Karmski was right; Dreggo remembered the inept fool from St. Cannerwells Underground station, and she was disappointed to see he was still alive. Still, like the others, his time would come. They had let her live, and she fully intended to make that the worst mistake any of them could have made.
Clayton stepped forward. ‘Dreggo,’ he said, her name sounding awkward on his lips. ‘I am Leland Clayton, Commander in Chief of the Department of Civil Affairs. I’m sure you’re wondering what is going on here.’
‘No,’ she growled, and immediately realised her voice sounded different. Running her tongue over her teeth, it felt strangely synthetic. The Huntsman must have torn it out or bitten part of it off. They had repaired her well, but she felt less human than she had before; the memories of the girl she had once been were distant now, like faded photographs.
His voice sharpened. ‘Well, we have decided that, rather than let you die from your wounds or simply killing you for interrupting a government investigation, you can be of some use to us.’
‘Why would I help you?’
‘Because we want the same thing. We both want the Tube Riders dead.’
‘Who says I want them dead?’
Clayton smiled. ‘Vincent told me about your grand entrance. He told me what you said. But neither he nor I believe you had any intention of aiding the Tube Riders. You just wanted to get close enough to kill them yourself.’
Dreggo actually smiled. The synthetic part of her face felt strange, alien. ‘I guess we’ll never know now, will we?’
‘We don’t care for your reasons,’ Clayton said. ‘But we’re going to give you another chance, while at the same time doing a job for us. You will lead the Huntsmen in pursuit of the Tube Riders.’
She glared at him. ‘Now, why would I do that?’
‘Because you want them dead, and we want them dead, but the Huntsmen are a law unto themselves.’ He smiled. ‘We want to try to keep the death toll down, if we can.’
‘Why not just send me alone?’
‘The Tube Riders managed to escape five Huntsmen, our own DCA agents, and, um,’ –here he coughed a little– ‘yourself. We want no more mistakes. We sent five Huntsmen before, one of which is now dead. This time we are sending twenty. You will act as their guide. Think of them as beetles inside a piece of drainpipe. We want them to get to the other end, we’re just letting you hold the pencil that guides them.’
‘I don’t think you heard me,’ she spat. ‘Why would I ever help you?’
Karmski stepped forward. ‘Because you have no choice.’
‘I have every choice,’ she said, eyes boring into his, wanting him to fall to the ground, wanting him to die.
Karmski laughed. ‘Ah, my beautiful Dreggo. You have no choice at all, my dear. When we fixed you up, we left a little chip inside your head. One to make sure you do as you’re told.’
Dreggo glared at him. ‘So set it off. Do it! Kill me.’
Karmski looked surprised. ‘Kill you? Don’t be ridiculous! What fear do you have of death after all that’s happened to you? Something of a relief it would be, wouldn’t it?’
Dreggo frowned.
‘It won’t kill you, my dear. But it’s attached to the neuro-receptors in your spine. If we activate it, it’ll just hurt like God himself has struck you. And we’ll keep doing it until you start to obey. Of course, it’ll kill you eventually, but all the nerve tissue in your body will have to fall apart first.’
‘You wouldn’t–’
Dreggo screamed as a surging white heat race up her spine. She arched her back, her legs collapsing under her as a sensation like a thousand scalding needles exploded across her body.
Then as quick as it had come it was gone. Dreggo found herself lying on the floor, the residue of pain fading away like water drying on her skin. Two guards stepped forward and hauled her up to her feet. Her back felt scrunched up like an old cloth, leaving her only able to stand hunched over as she gasped for air.
‘Sorry about that,’ Karmski said. ‘But we felt it best you know exactly what we’re talking about. It has higher settings. Oh, and I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you it kind of cramps up the muscles a little. I guess it feels like you’ve run a marathon now, right?’
Dreggo glared at him. ‘I’ll kill you one day,’ she muttered, spit rolling down her chin, her mouth as numb as the rest of her body.
‘I love cooperation,’ Karmski said with a grin.
‘What do I get from this?’ Dreggo said, turning to Clayton.
‘Aside from staying alive? You leave the Tube Riders dead, and you get to go free. That’s it.’
‘Where?’
‘Anywhere you please. The GFAs, Scotland. Wales? We’ll give you enough money to buy a small house in a remote area and an allowance to live on. What you don’t seem to understand is that the government rewards those who work for it. It’s a shame we had to persuade you to take the job.’
‘Okay,’ she said, relenting, accepting she had no choice. ‘Tell me when I start.’
‘Good,’ Clayton said, smiling. ‘You start right now.’
Dreggo looked towards the cluster of Huntsmen at the other end of the room. Most of them looked sedate, drugged. She wondered how she was supposed to control them when the modifications had left them little more than extremely dangerous and slightly rabid animals.
Whatever, she thought. Her priority wasn’t with the Huntsmen, but with finding a way to free herself from the chip inside her, and then to find a way to take revenge on Karmski and his brethren. She didn’t know how she would do it, only that somehow she would.
#
Clayton waited until they were out of the building before he pulled Vincent aside.
‘Vincent, I need a quick word,’ he said, walking away towards the rear of the building.
‘Sure, what is it?’
‘Just follow me a minute.’
Clayton waited until he had turned the corner and was out of sight of his driver. Then he took a deep breath. As Vincent followed him around the corner, Clayton stepped backwards, swung his elbow up and slammed it into Vincent’s face. With a grunt of pain and surprise Vincent dropped to his knees, hands clutching at his face. Clayton swung round and kicked him hard in the stomach. Vincent grunted again and rolled on to his side.
‘What – wait–’
Clayton pulled his gun and knelt beside Vincent. He pressed the barrel to Vincent’s forehead, and the younger man’s bloody face stared up at him in horror. Clayton flicked back the hammer.
‘Leland, wait, don’t–’
Clayton pulled the trigger. Vincent gasped as an empty click sounded. Clayton smiled.
‘Go above me again and I’ll kill you,’ he said, voice barely above a whisper. His eyes narrowed, as hard as they’d ever been.
Vincent spat blood out of his mouth. The fear in his eyes told Clayton that Vincent understood.
‘I thought–’
‘I gave you a little rope and you hanged yourself. Every single order you give goes past me first from now on. I know you think getting the Governor’s favours will get you my job. What your back-stabbing, sniveling ass doesn’t realise is that when you fuck up I have to take the flack, and the Governor’s disappointment is not something any man should have to face.’
Clayton stepped back, then reached down and hauled Vincent to his feet. Vincent pulled a cloth from his pocket and dabbed at his nose, not looking at Clayton.
‘A word of warning,’ Clayton said, voice still low. ‘Don’t get too power-hungry. The Governor has all the power, and he doesn’t want to give much of it up. Enjoy what you have and be happy with it. Now clean yourself up and I’ll see you at Paddington at six, ready to move out. I trust you can find your own way back?’
Vincent, who had come with Clayton and wasn’t sure where they were, nodded. Right now, he probably just wanted to be alone.
‘Good.’ Clayton stalked off around the building.
#
Vincent waited until Clayton was out of sight. He listened for the sound of a car door opening and closing, then a starting engine, and finally the sound of the vehicle moving off at speed.
As the sound of the car faded, Vincent sat down against the wall and dabbed at his nose again. During his training he’d been taught how to reset breaks and dislocations, and now he reached up and gripped his nose, feeling a little give where the bone had cracked. Counting down from three, he shoved it back into place, his eyes filling with tears.
He thought that the scream he let out might have been heard by the Huntsmen, ten levels or more underground.
Clayton, you’re a bastard, he thought. This isn’t over.
 



Chapter Thirty-One: Kind Strangers
 
‘It’s good to see you’re awake.’
Simon squinted, his eyes focusing on the boy who sat beside his bed. ‘Where am I? Is this a hospital?’
The boy shook his head. About sixteen, he had unkempt mousy blonde hair, a soft, downy face, and a carefree smile. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The nearest hospital must be fifty miles away. Father wanted to keep you here.’
‘Where’s “here”?’
‘This is my house. My family owns most of the farmland around here.’
‘Oh. Who are you?’
The boy leaned forward, an eager smile on his lips. ‘I’m Carl,’ he said. ‘Carl Weston. Did you jump off the train?’
‘Something like that,’ he said, offering a weak smile in return. ‘I’m Simon.’
Carl nodded as if he already knew. ‘Well it’s nice to meet you, Simon. Do you want something to eat? Something to drink?’
‘Both would be good.’ Simon tried to sit up in the bed, but as he shifted his body he felt a stab of pain in his side. He remembered the Huntsman’s crossbow, how the bolt had felt in his side as he tried to hold on to the train. Like a red hot scalpel, cutting and scalding him with every movement, causing sweat to wash down over his face and tears to pour from his eyes. At the moment the train had bumped he had been close to unconsciousness anyway; he barely remembered hitting the ground, only how peaceful he had felt with the ride over.
‘Thank you for saving my life,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember quite what happened, but I know I should be dead now.’
Carl smiled. He reached out a hand and patted Simon’s knee the way someone might pet a dog. ‘Glad to be of service. The doctor said you should be okay in a few days. I think my father is a little suspicious of you, though. We don’t get outsiders in these parts very often.’
‘Where are we, exactly?’
Carl spread his hands, although all Simon could see was the inside of a rather quaintly decorated bedroom, a little wardrobe in one corner, and a green floral patterned curtain pulled across a small window to keep out the sunlight that pressed in around its edges. ‘This is Reading Greater Forest Area,’ he said. ‘We’re about ten miles from the London GUA perimeter wall. Did you come from in there?’
Simon didn’t remember moving after he fell from the train, so quite possibly they’d found him right next to the tracks. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Last night, I, um, took a train.’ It was only half a lie.
‘The trains don’t stop out here. All the produce from our farm gets taken to a processing plant a few miles to the south and then a fleet of trucks deliver it to the GUA checkpoints at London or Bristol. Where were you going?’
‘Bristol.’
‘Why?’
Simon tried to shift his body again. For all the help this boy and his family had given him, they weren’t great nurses. He had terrible pins and needles in his legs and lower back.
Carl flushed. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t ask you so many questions. It’s just that I don’t meet a lot of strangers.’
Simon shook his head. ‘No, it’s okay. It’s just that I’m not really sure why I was going to Bristol. It’s difficult to explain.’
The boy craned forward. His eyes were as bright as a kindergarten kid being told fairy tales. Simon knew that if he if he started to tell Carl half of what he’d been through, Carl would wow and gasp and beg to hear the end of the story.
‘Are you in trouble?’ Carl asked, his voice barely more than conspiratorial whisper. ‘If so, don’t worry, I can protect you.’
Simon wanted to shout at him this isn’t a game, but he forced himself to smile and shake his head. ‘It’s complicated. I don’t know how much I can trust you.’
‘I saved your life, Simon. And do you really have much choice?’
Simon nodded. ‘That’s true. Did you see any other people?’ He remembered the Huntsmen, and wondered if they’d tracked him. Could they follow a scent moving as fast as a train? Were they out there, waiting for him? He said to Carl, ‘Did you see anyone that looked, kind of, um, odd?’
Carl shook his head. ‘No, just you. I was play – walking in the forest, when I found you by the tracks. It looked like you’d fallen off the train.’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose someone could have pushed you.’
‘No one pushed me. I fell.’ Glancing around the room, he saw no sign of his clawboard, and thought best not to mention it. There on the table beside him, though, set on a plate as if it were a biscuit to accompany a cup of coffee, was a long metal crossbow quarrel. Simon didn’t have to guess where it had come from.
‘I think my father wants to talk to the police, but mother won’t let him. Knowing him, he’ll want to know if there’s a reward for you, but she says you’re in no fit state to go anywhere and questioning you and all that stuff won’t make you get better any quicker.’
‘I didn’t do anything wrong,’ Simon said. Or had he? He was scared by his abrupt honesty. He was desperate for someone to believe him, someone to be on his side.
‘My friends and I, we were in the wrong place at the wrong time,’ he continued. Then, realizing he must sound like an actor in an old movie, he added, ‘We witnessed something bad that we weren’t supposed to. A crime. Now people are after us. I can’t tell you any more, because it would put you in danger.’ He strained to sit up. ‘Please, Carl. It’s very important that I get back on the train.’
Carl frowned. ‘How? They don’t stop.’
‘That doesn’t matter. I don’t need it to stop.’
The boy looked confused. ‘What do you mean? You just jump on or something?’
Simon grinned. ‘Yeah, that’s about it.’
This time Carl reacted as expected. ‘Wow, that’s cool. But Dr. Rhodes said you have a sprained ankle. He said it’ll be difficult to walk.’
Simon frowned. The terrible pain in his shoulder had masked any others, but now that Carl said it, he could feel a dull throbbing in his ankle, with something tight like a bandage wrapped around it.
‘Well, that might be problem. I can’t fly or anything.’
‘It would be cool if you could, though, wouldn’t it?’
‘Er, yeah,’ Simon said, feeling a little like a spaceman fallen from the sky to land in the back garden of a bunch of simpletons. He watched as Carl’s eyes glazed over, as though the boy were imagining himself in an old Flash Gordon movie. For a few seconds Simon said nothing. Then, starting to tire of the game, he cleared his throat. ‘Uh, that drink would be really great just about now.’
#
Jess crept out from under the tarpaulin and rubbed her eyes. The barn had been a good place to shelter, in among the hay bales, and the tarpaulin had made a good makeshift sheet to keep out the draft. She actually felt quite rested, but at the same time as her body thanked her, her mind scolded her for letting too much time pass.
She didn’t know how safe she was out here in the country, but she knew she had to find Simon quickly and get away. The Huntsmen could catch up with her at any moment. There was no way of telling how close they were.
The barn where she had spent the night stood at the edge of a field, completely isolated. There were no houses nearby that she could see, and no way of knowing who owned it.
The barn entrance looked out across a valley, a patchwork of green and yellow fields dipping away from her and then rising again a mile or so distant. The deepest part of the valley was forested, and she could see a church spire sticking up out of the trees. Jess breathed deeply as she stood by the road, her heart fluttering a little at the sight of such tranquility, wondering quite how Mega Britain had managed to separate into two such different ways of life. This sleepy country scene was as different from the dangerous, bloody streets of London as night was from day.
She stood still for a moment, listening for cars. Barring the trailer she’d seen in the field last night, she’d neither seen nor heard any form of transport at all. The road leading away from the barn was dirt and gravel, and during her flight from the men she’d not seen any real roads, only lanes and gravel tracks.
She headed west, back in the direction she thought she’d come from, but she couldn’t be sure. The road angled slightly downhill into the valley, and she guessed there was more chance of finding a village in that direction. In a village she could at least get her bearings, find out where the train line was, look around for signs of a hospital or a doctor, someone who might have heard about or seen Simon. She had a terrible feeling that the most likely place she would find him, though, would be in a police cell.
She found herself smiling as she trotted along the lane, and wished she could have been here under better circumstances. Her parents’ murders hadn’t properly sunk in yet, nor had how much danger she and the other Tube Riders were in. The knife was wrapped in cloth and tucked into her sock, while the crossbow hung from her belt, covered by her shirt. Only her clawboard and Simon’s were difficult to hide, but she had a small rucksack and had pushed them inside as best she could.
The hedgerows closed in around her as the road wound down, occasionally broken by a farm gate. The view vanished as she descended further into the valley, and the church spire was closer each time it peered between the trees up ahead.
Her ears pricked up as she caught the chugging sound of an approaching vehicle. She looked around, but there was nowhere to hide, no nearby gateways to slip through. She had no choice but to dip her head and try to look as inconspicuous as possible.
A small tractor appeared around a bend up ahead. She pressed herself against the hedge as it passed, but couldn’t help glancing up at the driver inside. He was maybe sixty, weather-worn, almost bald. He nodded and smiled at her, then, perhaps realizing he didn’t recognise her, frowned and started to say something. Jess dipped her head and walked on, putting distance between them. Behind her the tractor’s engine cut out, and she glanced back just long enough to see the man stand up and twist around.
She turned a bend in the road and broke into a run, sprinting over the crunching gravel just in case the man decided to chase her. He might have just wanted to ask her where she was from, but it was too great a risk.
The church reared up in front of her and Jess dashed through the gate, dropping down behind a gravestone from where she still had a view of the road. The tractor hadn’t started again and a moment later the farmer appeared around the bend, jogging lightly, head turning this way and that.
Outside the church he stopped, put his hands on his hips and shrugged. With what sounded like an expression of resignation he turned around and headed back to his tractor. Jess didn’t move until the tractor had rumbled on almost out of earshot. Then she climbed to her feet, went out of the church gate and looked around her.
She was in the middle of a tiny village. Twin rows of quaint cottages lined the small street heading away from the church. A couple of roads led down between them, leading to more cottages. On the other side of a little square with a pond and a fountain in its centre, was a small village store. Turning left, another lane led to a country pub.
It was the sort of place Jess would like to grow old in. Quiet, pretty, it was everything the city was not. She found herself walking over to the pond to peer down at the goldfish darting about under the water. Little silver discs gleamed down there too: money. It was a wishing well, and she found herself reaching into her pocket for some change. She didn’t have much, but she figured a couple of coppers wouldn’t make much difference.
‘Safety for Simon, safety for all of us,’ she whispered, and tossed a coin into the water. She sighed as it drifted down to the bottom and settled amongst the others.
‘I hope it comes true,’ someone said behind her.
Jess spun, one hand slipping beneath her coat to rest on the crossbow, but it was just a woman coming out of the shop, sixty or seventy years old, shuffling across the gravel towards her.
Jess smiled. She didn’t think the woman had heard her, but she said, ‘Me too.’
‘Are you from over in Turnpike?’ the old woman asked.
Jess started to nod, but the old woman cut her off. ‘Old I might be, but not so slow as to miss hesitation. You’re from a ways further than that, I’ll bet.’
Jess just shrugged.
‘No need to tell me, love. I’ve been here a while, I know how the world is. We’re all either running from or towards something. The luckiest among us know what it is.’
Jess didn’t know what to say.
‘All I know,’ the woman continued, is that regardless of where you’re going, you look darn hungry.’
Finally Jess found her voice. ‘Yes, I am.’
The old woman thrust a thumb back over her shoulder. ‘I own the store. Why don’t you come inside and I’ll find you some breakfast.’
Jess smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That would be wonderful.’
As the old woman led the way inside, Jess felt tears in her eyes and a lump in her throat. After what she’d experienced over the last twenty-four hours, for someone to show a kindness as simple as offering a stranger a meal, it was like a miracle in itself.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two: Fresh Scent
 
Dreggo sat at one end of the freight truck as the train rumbled along, watching the Huntsmen at the other end with suspicion, even though most of them appeared to be sleeping. Their heads were lowered, buried in their cloaks, and their knees were pulled up to their chins. All twenty of them sat pressed tightly together like a flock of birds at roost.
Emotions rose from them like steam, and she found it almost painful to sit and watch them as their combined hatred and sadness pressed at the wooden walls of the truck. She recognised one or two from her first days in the facility, remembering the human eyes behind the canine mouths and beneath the jumble of wires and electrodes. They looked more alien than human now, but once they had been men, innocents dragged off the streets into the hellish science labs and torture pits of the research facility.
Innocents just like her.
The freight truck bumped and Dreggo looked up at the door, wondering how much further they had to go. They had been traveling for about an hour, rumbling across the sleepers, the train bumping and jerking, depriving them of any chance of real sleep. She guessed they were somewhere out in Reading GFA, maybe halfway to Bristol. Belatedly, a call had come in from Bristol’s branch of the DCA, informing Clayton of a disturbance this morning at the train station there. A group of kids had caused chaos, crashing a train and destroying a large volume of cargo in the process. Clayton had been furious that the call had taken so long to come in, but at least the Department of Civil Affairs had known the Tube Riders had gone where expected. Their predictability made them easier to track down, and Dreggo expected this mission to be over shortly. After which, of course, she had a little mission of her own to complete.
She looked at the Huntsmen again. Like flicking through files, she knew about all of them from the information Karmski’s minions had uploaded into the computerized part of her mind. She knew which ones had been in active service, which ones contained blemished records, which ones were most likely to be uncontrollable once set loose. The scientists hoped that the data on each creature would help her control them, but it just scared her even more. From her own feelings she knew how much each Huntsman was hurting, and knew that madness and bloodthirsty insanity were just a simple order away.
One of the creatures stirred, its head lifting with a grunt, snout jerking towards the door. It shifted forward onto hands and knees, moving doglike towards the edge of the freight truck. As it reached the door, it lifted one hand and scratched at the wood.
Dreggo dropped into a crouch. She searched the data for information and found that this Huntsman, Craul, had tested highly in scent recognition tests. It had picked up something the others had missed.
‘Craul, what is it?’
The Huntsman swung its head towards her. Drool hung from its jaws, and the skin moved back from the teeth in a snarl. ‘Tube Riders.’
Dreggo raised an eyebrow. Could the disturbance in Bristol have been something else? Witnesses had spotted four people, but she knew the Tube Riders numbered six including the little kid. More likely was that they had split up.
Or perhaps one of them lay dead by the train tracks. It would take just minutes to stop the train and check.
Craul was growling and pulling at the door, locked from the outside. Dreggo knew the Huntsmen could break through if they really needed to, but it was worth Clayton thinking the DCA had control.
She tugged the radio from her belt, tapped in a number.
Clayton’s voice fizzled on the other end. ‘What?’
‘We’ve got something,’ she said. ‘Stop the train. We need to check.’
A minute later the train began to slow, finally bumping to a stop. Dreggo waited while doors opened further down and the voices of men carried down towards them. She could hear a lot of them out there; no doubt they weren’t taking any chances with a car full of Huntsmen.
Then keys rattled in the padlock. ‘Stay back from the doors,’ someone shouted.
‘We’re back,’ she shouted back. She wanted to wait by the door and order the Huntsmen to attack them now, but the DCA agents would be heavily armed. Their time would come; she had sworn it to herself.
The door swung open. At least ten DCA agents stood there, weapons leveled at the Huntsmen. Dreggo felt sure the creatures could still overwhelm them if she gave the order. Many of them would be happy to die.
The Huntsman, Craul, snarled and took a couple of steps forward. ‘Tube Riders,’ he growled again.
‘Craul, back!’ Dreggo ordered, and to her surprise the creature responded, slinking back into the shadows where the others waited.
The men moved back to let her get down. ‘Lower your weapons,’ she said. ‘The Huntsmen work on my orders. Unless I say, you’re safe. Unless I say.’ She glared at them, undermining the threat. On the heat sensors installed into her robotic eye, the faces of several men flushed red with fear.
Leland Clayton stood at the back, behind his line of defense, she noted. ‘How was first class?’ she called, pushing through the armed men towards him.
‘What do you have?’ he said, ignoring her sarcasm. She noticed he had one hand in his jacket’s pocket, where no doubt his finger hovered over the button of the device that would stun her if she attacked him.
One of my Huntsmen picked up a scent,’ she said. ‘I think the Tube Riders might have split up. Otherwise, we’re looking for a body.’
Adam Vincent moved up alongside Clayton. His nose was bruised and blackened and one eye was swollen closed. He was limping from the nail gun wound and she smiled at his obvious discomfort.
‘What happened to you?’ Dreggo quipped. ‘You fell asleep and the train rolled over you?’
Vincent glared at her. ‘I cut myself shaving.’
‘You shave with a sledgehammer?’
‘Shut it, bitch.’ Vincent turned to Clayton who, she noticed, had a little smirk in the corner of his mouth. ‘One of them was hurt,’ he said. ‘One of the boys. The Huntsman shot him with a crossbow.’
‘Let’s do a sweep of the line,’ Clayton said. ‘See if we can find his body. The Huntsman smelled it when?’
‘A couple of miles back.’
Clayton nodded. ‘Can you pick up the scent yourself?’
Dreggo smiled. Clayton didn’t want the Huntsmen released if he could avoid it. ‘Not as well as they can,’ she said.
Clayton looked grim. ‘Okay, take two, have one track on either side of the line.’ He lifted a finger to point at her. ‘Keep them reined in though. I’ll have guns trained on them at all times.’
She gave him a mock salute. ‘Yes, sir.’
She took Craul and another Huntsman who had tested well, Jacul, and set one either side of the train line. Together they moved along the track, Craul and Jacul bent close to the ground, Dreggo walking along the tracks between them. Behind her four of Clayton’s agents followed, their guns trained on the Huntsmen. Clayton himself walked at the back. Vincent had back by the train to conduct his men in a sweep of the nearby forest. The other Huntsmen had been locked back up in the freight truck. Like cattle, she thought bitterly. Don’t give up, my new friends. Your time will come.
They had been walking for maybe twenty minutes when Craul let out a howl and darted towards the fence that kept people off the railway line.
‘Stop!’ one of the agents shouted.
Dreggo heard the click of a gun. ‘Craul!’ she shouted. ‘Wait!’ But the Huntsman had ducked down by a hole in the fence and pushed through.
‘I’ll shoot!’ the agent shouted behind her, as the Huntsman emerged on the other side of the fence and dashed off into the forest.
‘Craul!’
The agent fired. The tak-tak-tak of automatic rifle fire blasted through the trees, sending birds flocking into the air. Dreggo flinched back from the sound, shutting her eyes for a moment. Finally, as the agent stopped firing, she smelt cobalt in the air, her enhanced sense of smell picking it up as thick as treacle. She looked through the forest towards Craul.
The Huntsman was lying face down about thirty feet away, not moving. Dreggo felt a sudden pang of regret; after all, Craul had simply been following his initial order to find the Tube Riders.
Dreggo searched her files. Craul had once been a man called David Wilson, abducted from outside his home in Green Park in October 2064. He was survived by a wife and two young children, who, if luck was with them, would be still alive and well, the children now close to finishing high school.
Dreggo hung her head. A bolt of guilt ripped through her, thicker than the Huntsman’s crossbow quarrels in a pouch attached to her belt. It was government policy to send a certificate of death to any fallen Huntsman’s family. She knew what it would say: David had died in service of his country; his death had been honourable.
That they had probably stopped mourning him ten years ago was no matter. That certain details would be omitted, about the cruel experiments that turned him into a monstrous killing machine, or that he would have eaten his own children without a moment’s hesitation, didn’t matter either.
Whatever he had become, all Dreggo could see now was a man lying dead in the grass, shot in the back while trying to follow orders. She tried to feel nothing, tried not to care, but somewhere inside her the part that was still human burned with rage and shame.
‘What the hell happened here?’ Clayton, who had dropped back, shouted, running up towards them. ‘Keep the noise down, we’re not in the city anymore! People take note of gunfire out here!’
‘The fucker tried to run away,’ the agent said, looking at his weapon with suspicion, as though it had fired itself.
Dreggo glowered. ‘He was following the scent. Now one of my best trackers is dead.’
Clayton stopped a few feet away. He looked towards the fallen Huntsman and huffed. Dreggo watched him. Just behind his shoulder, Jacul waited by the edge of the tracks. A digital transmitter inserted into his brain meant she could speak to him with her mind; he could be on Clayton in a second. Another agent had his gun trained on Jacul, but at least Clayton would be dead before he had a chance to fire. Dreggo hesitated a moment, fighting the urge, but in the end she glanced back towards Craul’s fallen body, and couldn’t bring herself to sign Jacul’s death warrant too.
Clayton said: ‘You communicate with those things. They break loose out here and we have hell to pay. Remember that.’
‘It was okay to have them roaming wild in the city.’
Clayton shrugged. ‘There are lower standards there.’ Dreggo glared at him. His broad generalization took in almost everyone she had ever known. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘one less of those monsters is one less to worry about.’
Something inside Dreggo snapped. She leapt at Clayton, barely aware that while in her vicinity he had slipped his hand back into his pocket.
She knocked him to the ground, one arm sweeping for his face, metallic fingernail inserts raking at his eyes.
Pain bloomed in her and everything seemed to vibrate, as though someone had stuffed her into a washing machine set on high power. She tried to scream but her breath caught in her throat; all her muscles felt bunched so tightly they might burst like blisters all over her skin.
Then it stopped. Dreggo opened her eyes, wiped away a sheen of sweat and tried to breathe as her heart raced. Clayton climbed to his feet. His free hand touched the scratch on his cheek that was a sign of just how close she had come. His other hand held the little box of pain Karmski had given him.
‘Try that again…’
Dreggo bared her teeth. ‘Always, always … look over your shoulder, Clayton. One day…’
Clayton tried to match her stare but failed. He knew how close she had come. ‘Just get on with finding those kids.’ With his finger hovering over the button, his voice shook as he said, ‘Or I’ll have you put down like the dog you are.’
‘You’d be doing me a favour.’
Clayton brushed himself down. ‘Get another one out of the freight truck and get me those damn Tube Riders.’ Without waiting for a reply he strode off in the direction of the train.
Dreggo glared at the other DCA agents in turn until they looked away. Then, commanding Jacul to follow, she went to investigate what Craul had found.
There was a hole in the fence, a disturbance in the undergrowth nearby. Dreggo bent close and found the fence had recently been cut open, perhaps no more than a day ago. Jacul growled as he smelled what she did: Tube Rider scent, mixed with blood.
So, the injured one had fallen after all. The question was, was he dead or not? Someone had found him and come back with wire cutters. She found several sets of footprints, three unfamiliar scents.
Jacul, a few feet away, growled.
‘What is it?’
He pointed, saying nothing.
Dreggo nodded. She understood as she picked up the scent for herself.
The wet grass showed it had rained recently, and as a result the scents of the boy and the three who had carried him were a little dull, but a fifth scent was sharper, more recent. And Dreggo recognised it instantly as that of the boy’s girlfriend, the one she had tried to follow.
How sweet, she thought. He fell, and she came after him.
She ordered one of the agents to call Clayton. A moment later he came jogging back down the track, Adam Vincent hobbling along behind him.
‘We’ve got two of them out here,’ she said. ‘One is definitely mobile, the other could be dead. We can’t tell. I’m pretty certain he’s hurt at least. They shouldn’t be difficult to track down.’
‘Just two? So the others made it to Bristol?’
Dreggo nodded. ‘I’ll take three Huntsmen and track the two out here. You take the rest to Bristol and pick up the scent there. The handlers can control the Huntsmen for you.’
Clayton turned pale. One hand absently touched the mark on his cheek where she had slashed him. It was still bleeding slightly; he brushed the blood away with his finger and wiped it on his trousers.
‘I can’t leave you out here. How can I trust you?’
She pointed. ‘That little thing in your pocket? You have a choice. We split up and follow both trails while they’re still fresh, or we risk losing the Tube Riders. They escaped your pathetic attempts once. In Bristol they could disappear like rats down a drain.’ She smiled. ‘Of course, if you’d rather we stick together, I’m happy to take nineteen Huntsmen on a little outing in the country. I’m sure we could have lots of fun, out here, where the standards are … higher.’
‘She’s right,’ Vincent said. ‘We’ve wasted enough time already.’
‘Okay.’ Clayton turned to Vincent. ‘Order the handlers to secure the Huntsmen. When we get to Bristol we take only as many as we need, until she gets there. And you –’ he pointed a finger at Dreggo, ‘You stay in constant radio contact. As in every thirty minutes. I want to know exactly where you are. If you sight them, you call me. If you think you sight them, you call me. In fact–’
‘Okay, I get you. If I just want a little love chat, I call you.’
Clayton glared at her for a moment. Then, with a grunt of annoyance he turned on his heel, and they all headed back towards the train, Jacul at the back with the agents’ guns trained on him. The rest of the Department of Civil Affairs entourage waited near the train. Clayton told her a sweep of the area had found nothing but a ruined village. He offered to print her maps of the area from his laptop, but she refused.
‘The only map I need is the one the Tube Riders left behind,’ she said, tapping the side of her nose. ‘Don’t worry. I expect them to be dead by nightfall.’
‘Good.’
The men opened up the Huntsman’s freight truck again and Dreggo selected two more to accompany her in addition to Jacul. Several of the handlers who had also traveled with them as backup in case something happened to Dreggo, climbed up into the freight truck to secure the remaining Huntsmen.
Within fifteen minutes, the train had pulled away, rumbling on down the track, leaving Dreggo and her three Huntsmen behind. As the train rolled out of sight she turned to look at them.
Jacul was crouching by the hole in the fence. The other two, Meud and Lyen, were waiting for orders. She looked at them and nodded. Together they made their way through the hole in the fence, and away from the train tracks into the forest.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three: Government Policy
 
Marta found Ishael in an old dressing room not far from the room where they’d been allowed to sleep. He was standing by a wall that was covered in maps and charts, newspaper clippings, photographs and memos. He appeared to be studying a map of the city centre.
He smiled as she entered. ‘Hi, Marta. Did you sleep okay?’
‘Yes, thank you. Apart from the dreams.’
‘I can imagine.’ He looked uncertain for a moment, and his eyes flicked from her face to the floor and back. ‘Sorry about the interrogation yesterday,’ he said. ‘Times are hard, and it’s difficult to trust people.’
She raised an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Especially those who walk in your back door unannounced.’
‘I guess we’ll have to lock it next time.’
She watched him as he turned back to the wall. He was maybe thirty, and while his face had the hardness of the streets his eyes still radiated kindness. She found herself wanting him to turn back, wanting him to look at her.
‘I especially enjoyed the shower,’ she said, breaking the silence. ‘I haven’t felt clean in a while.’ Immediately she felt like an idiot. What are you saying, Marta? You don’t want him thinking about you being dirty.
‘No problem.’ He turned back towards her, and Marta tingled with nervousness. What the hell is wrong with me? I feel like I’ve met a film star.
‘This is our command room,’ Ishael said. ‘Really, you shouldn’t be in here.’
‘Sorry.’
‘I forgive you.’ He smiled at her again. ‘From here we organise all the revolutionary activities that we don’t do.’
She laughed, glad to be back in control of herself. ‘Still waiting, huh?’
He nodded. ‘The time will come. Probably a little sooner than we were expecting, with the sudden appearance of you and your friends.’ She noticed how his smile dropped, as though he’d just been told the family he loved and cared for wouldn’t be coming home again.
‘How are the others?’ he asked.
‘Switch went off to spend time with his uncle. Paul and Owen are still sleeping. I think they’re exhausted just from looking after each other, not to mention everything else.’
He took a step closer. ‘And you?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You’re their leader, aren’t you?’
She shook her head, felt her cheeks redden. ‘I don’t know. I think they look to me because my brother was the first Tube Rider. They think that makes me leader by default.’
‘It’s hard being a leader, sometimes. Knowing that what you ask of others might put them in danger.’
She nodded. So, he understood.
‘What happened to your brother?’
Marta looked down at the floor, seeing Leo’s face there in the dirty tiles. ‘I don’t know,’ she said quietly. ‘He disappeared a couple of years ago.’ She looked back at Ishael. ‘There were rumours he’d been taken. That he ended up on one of those space ships.’
Ishael closed his eyes for a long moment. When he looked at her again she saw only regret. ‘A lot of people have died because of what this country has become. Here, we’ve been building an underground army. We planned to start a rebellion, but I think we all knew it would never be enough. We might sting the bastard, but he’d still swat us away.’ Ishael tapped his finger against a photograph fixed to the wall. It showed a strange-looking man taken over a distance. The man was facing the camera, his mouth slightly open in a look of anger, his eyes wide in shock. Marta saw they were dark red, like clotted blood.
‘Is that him? The Governor?’
Marta knew very little about the Governor, only that he had been in power since before she was born. She had never seen him because he never appeared in public or on television. There were rumours, of course, but no one she knew had ever seen his face. He was like a dark lord in a tower, controlling Mega Britain through hundreds of lower ministers and officials while he hid away from public view. Most rumours said he was disfigured, scarred by fire, perhaps, or mutilated in an accident. The most common rumour she had heard was that his skin was abnormally pale, as though he lived underground, but there were other less believable ones. Some people thought he was nine feet tall.
Ishael nodded. ‘The man who took this picture is dead. It’s the only picture I’ve ever seen of the Governor’s face. He was being transferred to a new government office, and the photo was taken at long range.’
‘What’s wrong with him?’
‘We’re not sure. We think his skin colour is due to albinism, but there are rumours that there are other strange things about him. Albinos have no fear of light, yet he is almost never seen outside. A former government worker who defected to us once reported that the Governor’s quarters were kept at a higher humidity level compared to everywhere else in the building.’
‘Why?’
‘We guess it has something to do with his skin. Some other defect.’ Ishael frowned. ‘People say he’s the result of a scientific experiment gone wrong. Or, perhaps, spectacularly right.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘The man had no proof, but he had heard rumours from the other staff that the Governor … he could do things.’
‘What things?’
‘Move stuff around. Hurt people.’ He shrugged. ‘With his mind.’
Marta felt a shiver run across her back. ‘Telekinesis?’
‘I didn’t like to use that word, but yeah, that’s what the informant said. He also said there were rumours that the Governor was from a different place entirely.’
‘He’s not human?’
Ishael shrugged again. ‘There were rumours that the space program is an effort to contact someone or something. That it has nothing to do with Europe or America at all.’
Marta cocked her head. ‘People in London believe the Tube Riders are the ghosts of train suicides come back from the dead. But they aren’t. It’s just us. Me, Paul, Switch, and Simon. And, as of yesterday, Jess and Owen. Hardly legends, are we? The Governor is probably just a normal man with a couple of allergies.’
‘Maybe. But looking at that photograph, do you really think so?’
Marta felt cold inside as she studied the picture, the red eyes seeming to know she was watching. Ishael moved nearer to her and put a hand on her arm. Normally, if a man she’d known only a day tried to touch her, she’d have knocked his arm away, but with Ishael it just felt right. She leaned against him, feeling more like a child than she had for years.
‘We’re going to help you,’ he reassured her. ‘We’re going to find a way to get you over to France. And I’m sorry that we can’t do more for your friends, the ones out in the GFA.’
Marta felt a sudden pang of regret. ‘Did we abandon them?’ she asked him. ‘Should we have gone after them? The others call me their leader, but I don’t know how, I can’t lead ...’
Ishael shook his head. ‘You’re doing fine. The others, this ... Jess? You have to trust her. You have to trust that she’ll find her boyfriend and find you.’
‘He was hurt bad.’
‘Put yourself in his situation. Would he want you to come after him?’
Marta thought for a moment. ‘Simon … no. He’d tell us to go on. He’d tell us to see this through.’
‘Then that’s what you must do. You have to trust them to make it, and if they don’t ... you have to honour their memory by finishing this.’ He smiled in a way she thought was supposed to reassure her. ‘We’ll help them any way we can,’ he said. ‘I’ll post men to watch for them, and if they make it to Bristol, we’ll find them. And if they still have that memory card, then we’ll make sure they get it to you.’
Marta closed her eyes. Jess’s desperate shout as she leapt off the train into the dark echoed inside her head. She opened her eyes again, the memory too painful. ‘How can it end?’ she whispered in a quiet voice. ‘How can we end all this?’
‘I don’t know.’ He forced a grin. ‘Everything pans out in the end,’ he said. ‘One way or another, it’ll work out.’
‘But which way? The right or the wrong?’
Ishael said nothing. Marta knew there was only so far he could reassure her without it sounding false. They’d grown up in the same country. They both knew the way things were.
Ishael pulled away from her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I have to go.’
‘Where?’ Don’t leave me.
‘I have to go the station and oversee our defenses. I can’t ask my men to do what I won’t do myself. If you can wake your friends, one of my men will come and drill you on how we’re getting you out of the city. We have a plan in place.’
Marta bit her lip as she realised this man was putting his life and that of others on the line for theirs. When the Huntsmen came through the station there was no guarantee anything could stop them. And Ishael would be standing in the front line. Don’t beg him to stay, her mind screamed at her. You barely know this man. Don’t show such weakness.
Something in his eyes made her feel he could read her mind. He reached up and ran a finger down the side of her face, his touch as gentle as a breeze.
‘It’ll be okay,’ he said. ‘It’ll work out.’
Marta’s lip trembled. She didn’t trust herself to say anything. Ishael flashed a smile, turned, and was gone.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four: Friends, Enemies
 
‘Thank you very much, but I really should get going.’ Jess started to stand up, but the old woman shook her head.
‘Good heavens, girl, after what you’ve been through, you ought to have a shower at least.’
‘Well, I guess. If that’s all right?’
‘Of course it is.’
The old woman led Jess up the stairs at the back of the living room and showed her into a pretty bathroom, all frilly drapes and flowery patterned towels and mats.
After the old woman had left, Jess stripped off and climbed into the bath tub. She switched on the shower and squeezed her eyes shut as the hot water doused over her, wishing she could cleanse more than just her body. The horrors of the last day were still so fresh in her mind that she couldn’t imagine ever being without them.
She hadn’t meant to talk to the old woman, but sitting across from that kindly face she’d been unable to help herself. The woman reminded her of her own grandmother, dead some ten years now, with soft, caring eyes, and an easy smile.
She hadn’t told the woman everything, but she’d still said too much, maybe. She was looking for her boyfriend, she had said, fallen from the train, but carried away before Jess could get to him. They had been heading for Bristol, looking to start a new life away from the troubles in London, but some men had started a scuffle in their carriage, and Simon had been pushed through an emergency door. How much the woman knew about the trains, she hadn’t said, but she had nodded carefully while Jess spoke.
After ten minutes Jess switched off the shower and climbed out of the tub. She dried herself and dressed in spare clothes she had brought from London. Her other clothes were so ripped and soiled that she stuffed them into a waste basket, hoping the old woman wouldn’t mind.
She was feeling a lot better as she picked up the rucksack containing her weapons, the clawboards, and the last of her leftover food, and went back down to the living room.
She was humming to herself as she pushed through the door into the living room and found a bulky middle-aged man standing next to the old woman.
‘Ah, Jessica dear. I hope you feel better now.’
Jess took a step back. The man, too, looked alarmed.
‘This is my son, Roy, the one I was telling you about. Roy Weston.’
The man stared at Jessica with barely disguised hatred. ‘You–’
‘Roy was telling me they found a boy. It sounds like your Simon–’
‘Mother!’
Jessica took a step forward, one hand going to her forehead as though she might faint at any moment. They had Simon!
‘He’s alive? Where is he?’
Roy Weston didn’t answer. His eyes moved to her rucksack. Jess watched as he stepped across in front of the old woman and glanced behind him, looking for something hard to hold on to. He settled on a large quartz bowl and lifted it in front of him.
‘Roy, what are you doing?’
‘Be quiet, Mother! Girl, I don’t know who you are, but I want you out of here right now, or Heaven help me…’
Jess followed his gaze. The crossbow she had stolen from the Huntsman was half exposed at the top of her rucksack.
‘The boy was seriously hurt, Mother,’ Roy said. ‘Someone had tried to kill him, and my guess is it was this little bitch here.’
‘Roy!’
‘No, I didn’t – it’s not mine!’
‘You get a two minute start, girl, and then I’m coming after you with a shotgun.’
Jess knew he didn’t actually have a gun, otherwise it would be trained on her now, but she didn’t wait for a second warning. Grabbing her bag, she turned and bolted back through the door into the hall, looking for another way out. Behind her she heard the old woman shouting over her son’s angry demands for a telephone.
He’s going to get a gang after me, Jess thought. Whatever serves for law enforcement out here in the damn woods is now officially alerted to my presence.
She went through into a small kitchen, past a little terrier dog that watched her with confusion from its basket. A door led out into a quaint garden which Jess sprinted across, vaulting over a wall at the end into an adjacent field. A few moments later she heard shouting from the garden behind her, but she was already climbing over another hedge into the next field along.
As she ran alongside the hedgerow towards a distant gate, her mind was a confusion of bitterness and sadness. The old woman had shown her genuine kindness, only for her buffoon son to charge in and throw his accusations around.
Still, Weston’s entrance had solved one problem for her: she now knew where to find Simon. Before her shower, the old woman had talked with pride about how her son was the biggest landowner in the village. All Jess had to do to find the biggest landowner was to find the biggest house, and that was easy.
From where she stood, the field dipped away into a valley, and there, at the top of the far rise, overlooking the whole village, stood a large manor house, glinting white in the sun.
And somewhere inside it, if she could get there before Roy Weston and his lynch mob, she was sure she would find Simon.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five: Ambush
 
Dreggo and the three Huntsmen were crouched behind a low wall that bordered the back lawn of the manor house. Dreggo was still, concentrating, but the Huntsmen fidgeted, their lips curled back, their eyes darting around them. They were hungry, but there was no time to eat now. They had found the Tube Riders.
Well, one of them at least. Following the trail had been easy. Not expecting pursuit, the men who had taken the injured Tube Rider had battered their way back through the forest, leaving a path of broken vegetation she could have followed in the dark, even if the scent trail had gone.
They had circled the house earlier, and found no scent leading away. The boy was still inside, hopefully laid up with his injuries. And if he was, Dreggo doubted he would be guarded.
Easy pickings.
But that was just one. Leading away from the same spot by the railway line, the trail of the Tube Rider’s girlfriend had been fresher but less clear, because she had been alone and moving fast. However, her trail had become erratic, doubling back on itself, even swinging round to cross over the same path again.
She had got lost trying to follow her boyfriend. Dreggo and the Huntsmen had followed her trail until it finally emerged from the woods in the corner of a field, but at this point, Dreggo had turned the Huntsmen back around and they had backtracked to the other trail, following it to the house. The girl would come, Dreggo knew. She was after the boy, too, and the best way to trap her was to use the boy as bait.
Behind her the Huntsmen stirred. A whine escaped from Jacul’s lips, while Meud and Lyen bobbed their heads like hyenas, tongues lolling.
‘Be quiet,’ she muttered.
‘Eat…’
Dreggo grimaced, as she always did when she heard one of them speak. Their canine muzzles and tongues weren’t designed for speech, but they still had human larynxes. What came out was a low, cheese-grater voice that sounded like a metal file scraping away human skin, and each time they spoke it reminded her of how close she’d come to ending up as one of them.
Dreggo would have problems soon. She was overriding their orders by keeping them here; their natural instincts were to break into the house and kill the boy. Then, with the Tube Rider dead, their reward would be his flesh.
She didn’t need their mind-link to sense their uneasiness. She had to keep them happy or she would lose control.
‘Come on,’ she hissed, and led them away from the house and through a cluster of farm outbuildings until they reached a barn. Dreggo heard the shuffling of cattle inside.
‘Just one,’ she ordered them. ‘And keep it quiet.’
Meud’s eyes widened and his jowls pulled back over his teeth. He looked crazed, rabid. ‘Eat…’
The other two had already moved towards the barn. ‘Listen to your transmitters,’ Dreggo told them. ‘Be ready when I call.’
They nodded, but she knew they weren’t paying attention. She hoped their hunger would outweigh their thirst for mindless slaughter.
She headed back towards the house as the sound of something heavy dropping to the ground came from behind her. To their credit, it sounded as though they’d chosen an isolated target, for the rest of the cows continued their slow shuffling, their occasional moo. The Huntsmen knew stealth as well as any assassin; they just rarely chose to use it.
She resumed her vigil at the same place as before. Dreggo felt sure the girl would come from this way; she would be thinking like a fugitive, and would take what she believed to be the safer way in, around the back.
Unsure how long she would have to wait, Dreggo let herself drift for a while, thinking back on her childhood, back when Mega Britain was young and the perimeter walls weren’t yet finished, when people could go out into the countryside and sit by rivers and under trees, eating sandwiches and drinking juice in the sun. She remembered the journey out of London into the tranquil fields and the rolling hills, but she also remembered the streams of people heading in the opposite direction, in towards the city, the suitcases and the weary faces, the armed guards lining the roads, the cranes rising up above the trees and the groan of heavy machinery.
It had left conflicting impressions on her, and she realised that through it all she hated the countryside and the people who had been allowed to remain here, hated its illusion of safety. Her parents had never again taken her outside the perimeter walls, and her life had spiraled downhill until her eventual capture and abuse at the hands of Karmski and his government toads. Now, coming back here, she felt the urge to shatter the apparent tranquility that these people lived under. She had to live in Hell, so why shouldn’t they?
She was still lost in reminiscence when a girl slipped out of the bushes not fifty feet from her and darted towards the back of the house.
Dreggo ducked down behind the wall as the girl reached the back of the house, turned and looked around her. Dreggo had no doubt that this was the Tube Rider; although the girl was wearing different clothes Dreggo could see the girl’s hanging board poking out of her rucksack, and in her hands she held a Huntsman’s crossbow.
Dreggo smiled. She would enjoy turning the stolen weapon on the thief.
The girl climbed a set of steps to a porch and peered in through a dirty window. Dreggo could only assume that around the back of such a large house were the servants’ quarters. After a moment the girl cracked open the door and slipped inside.
Dreggo waited just a few seconds and then hurried across to the door. She too glanced inside and saw what looked like a kitchen pantry: shelves packed with cans and jars, hanging sides of meat, great sacks labeled as corn and flour. She gave a brief wistful smile at the storybook air of the house, and then slipped inside. Through an arch in the far wall wooden stairs led up.
Dreggo had taken just a few steps when she heard the girl above her on a higher landing. She was trying to be quiet but Dreggo’s advanced hearing had no trouble picking up the creaks and shifts of her footfalls as she crept up along the wooden floor and up the next flight of stairs. Dreggo was tempted to kill her immediately because she knew the other Tube Rider was inside, but a sadistic part of her wanted them to die in each other’s presence. Let them think everything was going to be all right, and then take it away. Wasn’t that what life had done to her? Wasn’t that the way it always was?
Someone opened a door below her. Above her, she heard the girl freeze, then tip-toe quickly away, open a door and slip inside. Glancing around a corner behind her, Dreggo saw a woman dressed in a white apron start up the stairs. Dreggo hurried on and slipped into an alcove in the wall a few feet from the top of the stairs. The woman came up behind her, quietly whistling to herself. At the top of the stairs the woman had a choice of right or left.
If she chose right, she would see Dreggo and would die.
She chose left.
Still whistling to herself, she walked along the corridor, past one of the doors behind which the girl was hiding, and disappeared out of sight.
Dreggo waited a few moments and then, as she’d expected, a door opened and the girl stepped out on to the corridor, looked both ways and then hurried on up the stairs towards the next level of the house. Dreggo gave her a few moments and then followed.
Just as she reached the landing halfway up, where the stairs turned back on themselves, she heard another door opening below her. She froze again, listening for the creak of the stairs.
Nothing.
The girl had reached the corridor above. Dreggo climbed to the top of the stairs and peered around the corner of the wall. The girl was about halfway along the corridor, peeking through a keyhole.
‘Simon?’ Dreggo heard the girl whisper. ‘Where are you?’
Dreggo felt a brief pang of guilt for what she was about to do, but she brushed the feeling away. Why should they live? Why did they deserve it more than her?
The girl had reached a door near the end of the corridor when Dreggo saw her expression change. Relief crossed her face as she opened the door a crack and leaned in. A moment later she slipped inside and closed it behind her.
Dreggo trotted down the corridor and leaned close to the door. Inside, she heard their voices.
From her belt she pulled a long, serrated knife.
#
Simon was lying on his back in the bed, his eyes half closed. Jess felt her heart race at the sight of him. He was a little beaten up, his face crisscrossed with band-aids, but he was breathing. That was enough.
A blanket covered his body but one arm was exposed, a tube attached to a drip bag feeding into his arm. He also had bandages wrapped around the ankle. Her heart sunk; if he couldn’t walk they would have a problem.
‘Is that you, Jess?’
Jess started. He had been watching her the whole time she had been staring at him.
‘Simon, oh thank God…’
He smiled weakly. ‘I’m so happy to see you.’
She smiled. ‘Yeah, me too.’
‘Come closer.’
She moved around to the side of the bed and he lifted up his hand to take hers. ‘I didn’t know if I’d ever find you,’ she said.
‘You came after me? Where are the others?’
‘In Bristol now, I hope. Simon, we’ve got to go–’
Even as she spoke his eyes widened, but before he could speak Jess felt something cold at her neck, and a strong arm wrapping across her chest.
‘Isn’t this sweet?’ Dreggo sneered, her mutilated face close to Jess’s. ‘A lover’s reunion.’
Simon tried to rise, but his body was weak from the medication and his injuries. ‘Let her go–’
‘Don’t worry. You’ll be joining her soon.’ Dreggo jerked Jess’s head back. The girl struggled, one arm trying to reach Dreggo’s belt, but Dreggo hauled her backwards across the room.
‘I gave you a choice, and you chose wrong. You’ll pay for what happened to me. All of you will.’
Jess squirmed again. She tried to twist away, heedless of the knife at her throat. She figured that Dreggo was going to kill her anyway, so she had nothing to lose. Twisting back towards Simon, she tried to reach for Dreggo’s belt again. As she looked down, she saw the bottom of the door shift forward an inch.
‘Stop struggling, bitch,’ Dreggo spat. ‘I wanted your boyfriend to enjoy this, but I guess I’ll have to make it quick–’
Dreggo screamed and jerked backwards. Her arm dropped away and Jess fell forward towards Simon’s bed. She twisted round, reaching for her crossbow, and saw a boy, maybe no more than sixteen, jabbing a long metal pole into Dreggo’s back.
‘Get Simon and run!’ the boy shouted.
‘Who…?’
‘Carl,’ Simon muttered. There was something wry in his voice, as though Carl’s sudden appearance hadn’t surprised him at all.
Jess looked towards him. ‘Can you walk?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Try!’ Carl screamed, jabbing Dreggo again with the metal pole, this time in the neck. Jess heard a crackle of electricity, and Dreggo screamed as she tried to roll out of range. She groaned, twitched, and was still.
‘Come on!’ Jess pulled the tube out of Simon’s arm and pulled him upright. ‘We have to go, Simon. We have to go now.’
She hauled him up out of the bed and pulled one arm over his shoulder. He was wearing his own spare clothes, but there was a mound of padding around his shoulder where someone had patched up his crossbow wound.
The boy, Carl, took Simon’s other arm. ‘He’s drowsy from the medication,’ Carl said. ‘We weren’t expecting anyone to come and pick him up so soon.’
Jess glanced at him. The boy appeared to be smiling. ‘Um, thanks.’
‘Are you Jess?’
‘Yes, but how did you–’
‘He talked about you. A lot.’
Jess found herself smiling back. ‘We have to hurry,’ she said as they reached the stairs and started down.
‘What on earth is that thing back there?’ Carl jerked a thumb back over his free shoulder. ‘I saw it – her, whatever – outside. Obviously she wasn’t after me or I’d be dead now.’
‘Her name’s Dreggo,’ Jess said. She didn’t say that they’d left Dreggo for dead. ‘I don’t know what she’s doing here, but–’
They stopped as a howl that sounded like metal scraping on metal echoed through the house. Jess’s blood seemed to run cold. Her heart hammered in her chest and she wondered just how they were going to get out of this. One nightmare kept being replaced by another.
‘What’s that?’ Carl gasped.
Jess started to walk again, forcing her legs to move before they turned to jelly and failed all of them. ‘I don’t think you want to know, but I’ve got a terrible feeling that it came with her.’
‘That cyborg woman?’
Jess had noticed the metal on Dreggo’s face. Someone had taken her away and fixed her up like the Huntsmen, and it was obvious who. That they should be here together could hardly be coincidence.
‘Carl, we have to get away, otherwise many people could die, including you. We need transport of some kind.’
‘We have a car, but Father took it out this morning. There aren’t any buses or anything, only the trains, but they don’t stop.’
‘Did Simon tell you how we were on the train?’
‘Yes, you hung.’ He pointed at the clawboards poking out of her bag. ‘With those things. He said they’re called clawboards.’
‘What’s wrong with Simon’s ankle?’ Jess asked. ‘Is it broken?’
‘No, Rhodes – that’s our doctor – said it’s just a sprain. He might be able to walk but he won’t be able to run.’
‘Shit.’ They had reached the back door. ‘He has to be able to run,’ Jess said. ‘He has to. He can’t get back on the train otherwise. It’s the only way!’
‘With that ankle, there’s no wa – wait! I know! I have just the thing!’
‘What?’
‘Get down into the woods. Go straight through the back garden, and keep going straight. There’s half a path, but if you lose it keep heading in the same direction. When you get to the ruined village, follow the remains of the road past the old post office. It leads to an old station.’
‘Thanks, but what about you?’
‘Wait for me there.’
Jess nodded. Carl’s eyes were bright, exhilarated, as though this were some wild storybook adventure. She wanted to tell him that this wasn’t a game, that people had and would soon die, when another terrible scream came from an outbuilding not far from them.
‘Bugger,’ Carl said. ‘That’s the cattle barn. Sounds like something’s in there with the cows. Best get going before it comes out.’
‘Huntsmen,’ Jess whispered, before she realised what she was saying.
‘You have Huntsmen after you? Are they even real?’ When Jess nodded he said, ‘Holy crap. What did you do?’
‘No time to explain. Thanks, Carl, for everything you’ve done.’
The sound of a car engine joined the commotion coming from the barn. Jess glanced up to see the vehicle swing around a gravel driveway at the side of the house and slide to a halt not far from them.
‘That’s my father,’ Carl said. ‘Perhaps he can help.’
Four doors opened, and a group of men climbed out. Two other cars pulled up behind the first and they heard another stopping around at the front of the house.
‘Hey! There they are! They’ve got my son!’
‘No, Father–’
One of the men cocked a shotgun. The first man shouted, ‘The girl’s got the boy! Take her first, we’ll question him later.’
‘Run!’ Carl hissed, pushing Jess towards a gap between the outbuildings and the house that opened out into a manicured garden. ‘Don’t stop until you get to that station!’
‘Simon, you’re going to have to forget about me carrying you,’ Jess said, slipping out from under his shoulder. ‘I’ll find us a place to rest, I promise.’
‘Stop, or we’ll shoot you dead like the city dogs you are!’
‘Father, no!’
The men started across the open driveway. To their left stood the house, to their right was the clutch of outbuildings. They’d taken no more than a couple of steps when the back door of the house broke open and Dreggo stumbled out, one hand on her forehead, the other clutching a crossbow.
#
Carl was quickly descending into a nightmare. He saw the woman’s weapon, and remembered the bolt Rhodes had taken out of Simon’s side. He pointed. ‘Shoot her, Father! Shoot the robot woman!’
One of the men raised his gun without hesitation. He fired at Dreggo, the bullet narrowly missing her as she swayed sideways and dropped to her knees. The bullet hit the stone wall near to the door.
‘Weston, we need the police!’ another man shouted.
Behind Carl, Jess and Simon were halfway across to the trees. He no longer had the cattle prod he’d used to stun Dreggo, and he felt naked without any kind of weapon. Dreggo was less than twenty feet away. If he didn’t move and no one shot her, she’d be on him in a few seconds. He stared, shocked, as Dreggo bared her teeth like some kind of animal. With her half metal face and the crossbow in her hand, she was like a cyborg she-devil out of a comic book. He couldn’t move.
Dreggo suddenly looked away. She glanced back towards the group of men, most of whom had taken cover behind their cars. Carl counted at least ten. He knew most of them; they were his father’s hunting companions, poker friends and a couple of farm hands. Most were good with a gun.
‘Huntsmen! To me!’ Dreggo screamed. A growl came in response, and something leapt up and over the barn gate and dashed towards them. Two others followed behind it. At first Carl thought they were very tall priests, in their brown robes with the hoods that covered their faces, and then he saw the twisted claws that should have been hands, heard the slavering growl of what sounded like dogs, saw the silver crossbows that hung at their waists.
‘Weston! We’ve got to get out of here!’
‘Shoot the devils!’
Carl loved his father, in a way. He’d suffered badly in the name of discipline over the years: regular split lips, the occasional black eye, and one particularly bad time he had lost a tooth. Yet, still, Roy was the only father Carl had ever known, and abusive monster though he sometimes was, Carl didn’t want him to see him die.
Tears filled Carl’s eyes as the Huntsmen leapt to the attack. The men lifted their guns and fired practically into the Huntsmen’s faces. One fell back, its face a mess of broken bone, blood and metal, but the other two kept on, charging into the midst of Carl’s father’s friends, their crossbows firing, their claws and their teeth ripping and tearing. Carl heard the screams of his father and the other men, saw their blood, watched them fall, watched them die.
He was transfixed for what felt like hours, but it was little more than a few seconds in real time. In that time, though, watching the one-sided slaughter, he knew that he had to run, or he too would die. He also knew that if he just headed for the woods after Jess and Simon, they would all die. He had something that could help them, something which could get Simon back on the train.
While Dreggo’s attention was fixed on her murdering Huntsmen, Carl slipped around behind her, ran around the side of the house, and pulled open the door to the basement.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six: Repression, Production
 
‘Man, Stevie, you don’t know how it makes me feel to see you again. It’s like there was this bulb inside just burning low, you know. Now it’s just flared up again, and I feel damn fine.’
‘You too, Unc.’ Switch sipped from the can of beer William had given him. It was a little old and tasted slightly sour, but it was still beer, a rarity. ‘I never thought I’d see you again.’
‘I never forgave myself, you know, for letting them take you.’
‘It wasn’t your fault, Unc. Shit happens, we both know it. But it all comes back around and this time it’s us ready with the shafting rod.’
William laughed. He brushed away tears and they clinked glasses. ‘I always thought I might see you again, Stevie,’ he said. ‘You just had too much to just give in. The system just couldn’t break you.’
‘And I ain’t about to give up yet.’
‘I’m amazed you still remembered where we hid out,’ William said. ‘You’ve been gone almost ten years.’
‘I’m amazed you were still here.’
‘We thought about moving, but the UMF didn’t have anywhere better to be. The DCA don’t have the same power here, and unless we made a move they wouldn’t spare the resources to search for us. We’ve mostly been stockpiling arms and extending our network. It’s only recently that we’ve engaged in any live action.’
‘What’s that you’re calling yourselves now?’
‘The UMF. The Underground Movement for Freedom. We felt we needed to put a name to it.’
‘The umph.’ Switch grinned. ‘I guess it has a ring.’
William grinned even wider than Switch had done. ‘Boy, you’re a hoot. We prefer the U-M-F, but whatever gets people going, I guess. You tell your friends about us?’
‘I only tell the others what they need to know. It’s safer that way. They get caught, there’s nothing they can say. Interrogators are paid to know when someone’s lying … and when someone’s not.’
‘Kid, you get more like me every day.’
They were sitting in the front row of the old theatre, a dark and dusty stage in front of them, lit only by a couple of bare bulbs hung against the back wall. The whole setting had an expectant feel to it, as though a troupe of dancers might suddenly burst out of the wings at any moment, though the layer of dust around Switch’s feet said that no one had used this theatre for entertainment in many years.
‘You scared, Stevie?’ William asked. ‘About the gate?’
Switch had been drilled on how the Tube Riders were getting out of Bristol. Ishael’s men had made their preparations and plans had been put into action. Within the next few hours, if things panned out as Ishael and William hoped, the Tube Riders would be out of the city and heading down towards Cornwall.
‘I’m fine, Unc. I’m more worried about you. If you attack the Huntsmen a lot of UMF men are going to die. And plus, I’ve only just found you again. You sure you can’t come with us?’
‘Stevie, man, my place is here. Just make sure you keep yourselves alive long enough for that information to get into the right hands, and I know we’ll see each other again.’
‘Why the fuck do you have to attack them? This isn’t a bunch of DCA clowns you’re going up against, this is the fucking Huntsmen. I love a good scrap, but Unc, I’ve seen what those motherfuckers can do.’
‘We attack on our own terms or they attack on theirs. Don’t worry about us. We have a few surprises up our sleeves, and even if they do break through, they’ll never find us. There are safe houses, sink holes. Places we can hide. They’re not looking for us, remember, they’re looking for you. We just need to give you and your friends a head start, and I hope that one day, when this government is on its fucking knees, that me and you can have more than just a couple of beers together.’
Switch looked away, frowning. ‘I don’t want to see you get hurt, Uncle.’
William grinned, displaying pale yellow teeth. ‘You won’t see it. With luck you’ll be long gone by the time the Huntsmen start feeding on me.’
‘Don’t fucking joke like that.’
William spread his hands. ‘Listen, don’t worry about me, kid. Stayed alive this long, haven’t I?’
‘I guess.’
They were silent for a while, sipping their beers, listening to the occasional creak and groan of the old wood of the theatre. Then, Switch said, ‘Unc, what’s behind that fence? When I was a kid it was completely off limits.’
William looked grim. ‘I wondered when you’d ask. We have a bit of time, I think. Let’s go take a walk, shall we?’
A few minutes later they emerged from a side door in a building a couple of hundred yards inside the fence. William ducked down behind a small wall and waved for Switch to join him.
Switch was amazed at the extent of the tunnel network William had led him through. Down through the rambling basement of the old theatre, Switch had seen where walls had been knocked though into sewage systems and then through again into other buildings. Some openings had been covered by hanging tarps or even doors, while others, especially those further away from the theatre, were barely disguised demolition jobs.
‘Look,’ William said, as they watched the two guards by the fence. ‘They don’t look particularly alert, but that’s because all they’re guarding is a little back road. The government has about forty percent of the city cordoned off, but without serious reconstruction work the best they could do was put up fences everywhere. They’re electrified, of course, but that wouldn’t stop anyone who really wanted to get in. Not that anyone wants to.’
William led them down a thin stairway beside the cathedral. They emerged on to the dockside.
‘Shouldn’t we be in disguise or something?’
William grinned, and Switch recognised the same adrenalin-fueled eyes that others saw in him. ‘Not if we don’t get seen.’
They walked along the dock beneath the shadow of an overhanging warehouse. The dusty, rusted and broken signs of clubs and bars long dead called to them from the shadows: Evolution, Club Crème, Lloyds, Walkabout, Café Underworld. Switch could only imagine the revelry that had taken place here in the years before the Governor and Mega Britain.
‘Okay, it begins over there.’ William pointed out across the water towards the far bank.
At first Switch couldn’t see anything. All that was over there was a row of warehouses and factories, smoke rising from the chimneys of some, lights flickering in the windows of others.
Then he realised. This was what his uncle had brought him to see.
Industry.
‘What do they make in there?’
‘Processed food. At the far side of the city there’s a gate where they bring in fresh produce from the GFAs. Vegetables and meat mostly, but they grow some amazing shit out there in greenhouses and the like. Strawberries, tomatoes, rice ...’ William licked his lips. ‘And they bring it in through the gate in trucks and in those factories they can everything up and make it taste like crap. Then it comes out for us to buy.’
Across the water a large garage door opened and a truck pulled out. It made a sharp turn near the water’s edge and then headed off around the side of the factory.
‘Where does all the metal come from to make the cans? Paul reckons they won’t import anything anymore.’
William nodded. ‘So they say. Up north they’ve opened up some of the old iron and steel mines, but I gather pickings are pretty thin. Most of it comes from decommissioned merchant ships.’
Switch nodded. He watched a group of people walking around the side of one of the factories, marching in an orderly fashion. He couldn’t help but feel a little impressed. All his life he’d grown up in the squalor and decay of London, where nothing seemed to work and anarchy ruled. He had expected the situation to be the same in Bristol, but from where he stood the factories looked like a model of economic success.
‘Looks good, don’t it?’
‘Yeah.’
‘The economic situation in the country isn’t nearly as bad as everyone says,’ William told him. ‘The government seized control of all the major companies. Those factories are government-owned, government-run. All the money from the food sales goes back in there. Or what that fucker doesn’t spend on his ridiculous space program does, at any rate. The factories run on bio-fuel or electricity.’
Switch nodded thoughtfully. ‘Why the hell does everyone hate what’s going on, then?’ he said. ‘Looks all fine and dandy from here.’
William pulled something from his pocket. Switch had seen one before. He’d swapped a knife for one, once, but he’d dropped it running away from a fight a few months later.
He lifted the eyeglass to his good eye.
‘Look at the people,’ William said.
It took a moment for Switch to focus the lens and then to find the far bank of the river. Once he had, he panned along the riverbank until he came to the first group of people walking along the front of one of the factories.
‘Shit, Unc, they’re chained to each other.’
‘This is what we fight against,’ William said quietly.
Switch steadied his gaze. Dozens of men and women, even some children, walked with shackles on their hands and feet, the chains linked to each other so that if one tried to escape, the rest would have to go too. Armed guards watched them.
‘Who are they?’
‘Criminals, street kids, other people the government didn’t like. Most, though, are surplus people from the GFAs. For the last forty years or so, since the Governor took power, the government has been making regular sweeps through the countryside, razing unwanted towns and putting the land into production under the ownership of landlords, usually the richest people from each area, those able to keep their families out of the factories with heavy bribes. A certain number of people were left behind to work the farms, and over time the communities started to build up again. But those that missed the initial cut, so to speak…’
William shook his head. ‘They live in here, behind the fences. Many of them are old now, kept here their whole lives, but the younger ones were allowed to have children, keep the supply fresh. But all of them – every man, woman and child over the age of eight – work in alternate twelve-hour shifts. The factories work day and night.’
‘Why don’t they take the people from the cities?’
‘Oh, I think they take some. But the city folk have more means, more fight. And they need people to buy the crap the factories churn out.’
‘Why the hell isn’t there an uprising?’
‘There have been many. But the government has shit going on somewhere, developing weapons, creatures like the Huntsmen. There are three types of people in this country, Stevie. The pampered, out in the GFAs. Their lives are so goddamn easy they were quite happy to forget about their missing friends, get on with raising their crops, riding horses, playing bridge and drinking beer on Friday fucking nights. Then there are those in there, ruled by an iron hand. I’ve watched people die from here, Stevie, just for talking out of turn.’
‘That’s fucked up.’
‘And then finally, there’s us. What you might call the general population. Scrapping and batting against the government who keep us down with gangs of trigger-happy police and the threat of the Huntsmen. Discontentment rules, Stevie. We spend so much time fighting each other that our potency as a group is lost. What the UMF is trying to do is pull those people together. It’s hard, boy, but it’s not impossible. People are starting to come around. They figure if they’re gonna die, they might as well do it for a decent reason.’
Switch took a couple of steps towards the river and squinted towards the far bank. As he turned away from the choppy waters, movement to his right caught his eye.
He dropped instinctively into a crouch and pushed back against the wall of the converted warehouse. William fell back beside him.
Switch glanced out. Two guards were moving slowly along the waterfront in their direction. They weren’t moving with any urgency but there was no way Switch and William could get all the way back to the path by the cathedral before they were spotted.
He pointed them out to William.
His uncle grimaced. ‘A patrol. We’d better get out of sight. This way.’
William led them back past the abandoned bars and clubs. He stopped by a door labeled Art Café and kicked it open. Switch followed him inside.
‘Get down, we’ll wait until they pass,’ William said. ‘They’re just a patrol, they’re not looking for us–’
The windows exploded in a deafening blaze of gunfire. Switch and William dived for cover.
‘You’re surrounded!’ someone shouted as the dust settled. ‘Give yourselves up and you will be returned to your stations with minimal penalty.’
‘Minimal penalty,’ William scoffed from the darkness behind a stack of old tables. ‘Those bastards.’
‘Wait here,’ Switch answered. He lowered himself to the ground and crawled along towards the middle of the room where a metal pillar rose about four feet up out of the ground, ending in a wider table top. Switch leaned back against it and risked a glance around.
Two heads appeared outside the broken window. They were wearing blue police helmets and shouldering heavy guns. From the way they squinted nervously into the dark it was clear that they couldn’t see anything inside.
‘Uncle!’ Switch hissed, a plan formulating in his mind. ‘Move to your left and knock over that stack of chairs. Draw their line of sight.’
‘Sure thing, kid, but I hope you know what you’re doing.’
William crept through the shadows and stood up behind a table stacked on its end. He lifted a chair and tossed it twenty feet into a pile of others near the far wall.
There was a crash as the stack of chairs collapsed. The two guards rushed to the door and blindly opened fire in the direction of the sound. With their attention diverted, Switch pulled out a little metal star out of his coat, its edges honed sharp. Moving out of cover, he flung it in the direction of the guards.
His aim had the precision of long hours of solitary practice. The star hit the nearest guard in the eye, and the man went down screaming, blood spurting from the wound.
Switch was on his feet before the other guard could turn, a throwing knife in his right hand. He took a couple of steps closer as he gathered his aim, only to feel something shift under his foot, a broom handle or an old ashtray, maybe even a dead rat, stiff with rigor mortis. It took his balance, sending him sprawling to the floor, the knife landing tamely in the wooden wall beneath the window.
Switch looked up as the man raised his gun, only to see a flying chair slam into the man’s face.
As the guard grunted and felt backwards, William leapt out of the shadows, a broken-off chair leg in his hands. One sharp thrust and the man lay still beside the other.
William helped Switch to his feet. ‘I ain’t a goddamn freedom fighter for nothing,’ he said, a smile lighting up his face. ‘But I’m glad to see my boy’s growing up. Nice work with that shuriken there.’
Switch returned the smile. ‘I learned everything from you, Uncle,’ he said.
William’s face fell grim again. ‘Glad to hear it boy, but we’d better get out of here. Two ain’t much to deal with, but in about ten minutes there’ll be half an army outside.’
William led them through the mess of fallen furniture and out of a door at the back. A dark stairway led up, and from there they crossed an old floor where only rats and spiders danced now, pushed through another door and out on to a fire escape. They emerged on to a quiet lane behind the warehouse.
At the end of the lane they climbed up a grassy bank and over a wall into an overgrown garden around the side of the cathedral. They waded through it and jumped over a metal railing fence as shouts came from the waterfront behind them.
Running low behind a wall surrounding a fountain, they crossed the square and ducked into the doorway they had come out of before. Inside, William leaned back against the wall, breathing hard.
‘Phew! Close one!’
Switch was about to reply, when he heard a muffled explosion followed by the distant sound of gunfire. It didn’t come from the waterfront, though, but further away, back across the city, in the direction of the train station.
William gave him a grim smile. ‘Ah, Stevie. I hate to lose you again so soon, but I think you’d better get back home and pack. Sounds like a train from Hell just pulled in over at Temple Meads.’
Stevie sighed and nodded. The Huntsmen had arrived in Bristol.
The chase was on again.



Chapter Thirty-Seven: Escape
 
The jolt from the cattle prod had messed with the electronic part of Dreggo’s brain. She gradually began to regain control of herself, but as she tried to run down the stairs after the two Tube Riders and the country boy, while her mind felt clear, the receptors in her arms and legs were still misfiring, causing her to stumble and fall.
When she finally emerged from the house to find the group of men there, with their heavy, inaccurate shotguns trained on her, a red mist descended over her mind. All her life she’d been persecuted and abused. She didn’t deserve any of her suffering, but it had happened anyway. Why should she suffer while these country fools lived in peace and prosperity?
Her heart was heavy as she ordered the Huntsmen on them, and somewhere inside her heart, another little piece of her lingering humanity died.
It was over in less than a minute. She walked over to the cars, their bodywork and windows now stained red. There had been eleven men in total, all of them now dead or dying, their bodies ripped up and torn open, their faces nearly unrecognizable. A couple of low moans came from those not yet expired. Of her Huntsmen, Meud was dead; a shotgun fired point-blank into his face had left him beyond any hope of repair. The others had picked up minor injuries, but nothing their enhanced tissue regenerative genes couldn’t deal with over a few days. Now they waited, their bloody hoods lowered over their faces, for their next orders.
Instinct made Dreggo look up at the house, at the tall, vine-covered walls. A woman’s face pressed against a window on the second floor, looking out, watching them. Her mouth was agape, and with her computerized eye Dreggo could see her lip trembling, her cheeks stained with tears.
A shock like an earthquake rocked through her heart, and she staggered beneath a sudden, overwhelming guilt for what she had done. This woman was now widowed, as no doubt were many others in the local area, their husbands, fathers, uncles, brothers, sons, slaughtered like the cattle her Huntsmen had fed on.
Just two days ago her friend Maul had been killed by that Tube Rider with the bad eye. Maul had loved her, and he’d been murdered without thought. Regardless of the situation they had been in, the Tube Rider with the bad eye had cut him down.
‘Why should it be any different for you?’ she muttered under her breath, still looking up towards the woman. ‘No one spared mine. Why should I spare yours?’
The woman was openly crying now, her hands held up to her cheeks. Dreggo dragged her gaze away to the Huntsmen. ‘Into the woods,’ she ordered. ‘Find them, and kill them.’ Realizing she was about to cross another bridge that would subsequently fall behind her, she added: ‘Kill the boy too.’
Lyen and Jacul raced off across the lawn. Dreggo followed at a walk, her head hung low. I will not cry, she told herself. I will not. But it was too late. From her one good eye tears flowed down her cheeks, and sobs jerked what was left of her heart.
#
Carl dashed through the woods after Jess and Simon. He hoped Jess had followed his instructions, because it was easy to take a wrong turn among all the poorly-planted trees.
He tried not to think about the slaughter he had just witnessed, the ripping, tearing claws of the terrible creatures. Mercifully he hadn’t seen his own father die, because Roy Weston had fallen down behind one of the cars, but the claws had flashed over there too. There were no signs of pursuit, but it was surely underway by now. Running hard, he knew he would catch Jess and Simon soon, and he could only hope that their passage wasn’t obvious enough that those creatures could follow.
Huntsmen, Jess had said. Carl had heard of them, but in the GFAs they were a myth, a legend. The kind of thing mothers told their children would eat them if they didn’t go to sleep right away. They were monsters in the closet or under the bed, a child’s nightmare.
He reached a small river and bounded over it in a single leap. The terrain started to rise again, and Carl followed a rough path up through the undergrowth of what had once been natural forest. The ruined town began a few hundred feet ahead.
Under one arm he carried something he’d found years ago in the ruined town, down in an old basement. It wasn’t dissimilar to the boards that Jess and Simon had, except it was longer and had little wheels on one side. When his parents were out, he sometimes took it out and rode it up and down the hallways of the house, but there was nowhere outside he could use it because all the roads had been torn up and replaced with gravel.
The first ruined houses appeared to his left, and he veered in their direction to take him up through the old town. Why, he wondered, as he passed several old houses and the collapsed ruins of a corner shop, a rusty ice cream sign still outside, had the government felt it necessary to do this? To relocate so many people and then try to cover over any trace of them ever having been here?
He’d asked his grandmother about it, the only person prepared to say anything at all. She had told him that the government didn’t think the countryside needed so many people, that it was easier to get things done with more empty space about. They’d chosen those best for the task, and left them behind.
Those best for the task? Like his father? Roy Weston had certainly been good at raising cattle and crops, but as a father he hadn’t proved the best at anything. Carl swallowed a lump in his throat as he remembered that his father wouldn’t get a chance to make that right now. He could only hope that Dreggo and the Huntsmen had spared his mother and Jeanette. He wanted to go back and check, but that was suicide.
‘I can’t go back,’ he said aloud as he jogged up the half overgrown road that lead to the old station. ‘Whoever you are, Jess and Simon, I’m with you now.’
He saw them then, up ahead, leaning against the overgrown steps that led up to the platform. Simon was doubled over, clutching his ankle and wincing in pain, while Jess was fiddling with a silver object. As he got closer he recognised it as a crossbow, the same kind that those beasts had carried. As he didn’t think she was one of them, he guessed that meant that at sometime before he met them, one of the Huntsmen had ended up dead. The thought gave him some hope.
‘Don’t stop, Carl,’ Jess said as he reached them. ‘Get across the train line and up into the woods. Simon can’t run anymore, so we make a stand here.’
Carl shook his head. ‘You have no chance against four of them.’
‘There’s no way we can get Simon on the train. They trail us by scent, so running’s no good. They’re not after you. You might still get away.’
Carl held up the board. ‘We can use this to push Simon along the platform when the train comes.’
Jess took it and turned it over in her hands. ‘A skateboard? Where did you find it?’
‘Skateboard.’ Carl tested the name. ‘I found it in one of the houses here. We don’t have them out in the GFAs.’
‘A tool of anarchy,’ Jess mused. ‘Who would have thought they’d ban skateboards?’
‘Train,’ Simon muttered.
Carl and Jess both looked up. From back in the woods came the low rumble of an approaching train.
‘Quick!’ Carl said. ‘Up on to the platform.’
Jess turned to him. ‘Carl, we can never thank you enough for this. After we’ve gone, please just run as far from here as you can. They won’t follow you because we’re too important to them, but just in case, make sure you get away. We’re forever indebted to you.’
He forced a smile. He didn’t have the heart to tell them what the Huntsmen had done to all the men back at the house. ‘It was a pleasure to meet you,’ he said. ‘I just hope that wherever you’re going, you manage to get there.’
Jess grabbed his arm and pulled him close, kissing him on the cheek. ‘Be safe, Carl.’
‘And you.’
‘Huntsmen!’
Simon’s single chilling word broke up their leave-taking. He was too weak to point but they could see anyway. No more than a few hundred feet away, two Huntsmen bounded through the trees towards them. One of them held up a crossbow, and they heard the fizzy ping as its quarrel loosed. Too late to move, they were lucky as it slammed into a wooden board not ten feet from where they sat.
‘Up, quick!’
Together, Carl and Jess hauled Simon up the steps to the platform. Carl felt Simon’s legs sag, and knew that however Jess had managed to get him to run, it had taken the last of his strength.
‘Come on, Simon, I won’t lose you again!’ Jess screamed, practically dragging Simon along. Behind them, they heard the building roar of the oncoming train, and above that, the wail of the pursuing Huntsmen.
Up on the platform, Jess wrapped the straps of his clawboard around Simon’s wrists, and then took hold of her own. Carl noticed how she avoided looking at him; her concern for his safety was there, but so was the knowledge that they were leaving him behind.
‘Stand on this, Simon,’ he said. ‘I’ll push you. Can you jump?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Just one more time, Simon!’ Jess screamed into his face. ‘Just one more time!’
Carl supported Simon on the skateboard. The Huntsmen had closed to less than two hundred feet.
‘Leave me the crossbow,’ Carl told Jess. ‘I’ll try to hold them off.’
Jess stared at him. The hardness in her face dissolved for just a second. He thought she would refuse, then she held out the weapon. ‘Carl–’
‘Save it. Get him moving!’
Together, they started to push Simon along on the skateboard, gradually picking up speed. The train had reached the edge of the station. It had slowed down as it passed between the platforms, but was still moving faster than Carl’s father’s car at full speed.
The train rose up on them like a giant metal snake, a piercing roar and the puffing of its oily breath filling the air around them.
‘Faster – now … jump, Simon!’
Simon cried out and jumped, pushing up off his good ankle. He lifted the clawboard, gritting his teeth as the stitches in his shoulder broke and blood began to soak through his shirt. Carl didn’t think he’d make it, then the metal claw clunked down on the water drainage rail and he was jerked away from them, the train already passing them. Jess looked back at Carl.
‘Go, Jess. It’s a long one, you still have time.’
She stared at him again. Her eyes flickered between his and the crossbow in his hands, already wound and fitted with a quarrel. ‘Carl … thank you,’ she said, her eyes glistening. Then in one motion she turned and sprinted down the platform. Carl watched her angle in towards the train, then leap up and catch on the rail, as graceful as a leaping deer.
He turned away. The train was still lumbering past. He had just seconds before the first of the Huntsmen was on him. He remembered three from the slaughter at his house, but there were only two now, and one, maybe injured, lagged behind. He thought perhaps he had a chance if he could disable the nearest one, but then he saw her, back in the woods, the half-metal leader who’d ordered the slaughter of his father and his father’s friends. She wasn’t even running, just walking calmly towards him. He only had time to loose one bolt, but he wished it could be for her. Another time, he promised himself.
He stood his ground. He had always been a dreamer, and he had a plan. But for it to work, he had to be quick. Once the train was gone he was finished, but what he hadn’t said to Jess was that he had no intention of being left behind. He’d have to trust his luck just a little more, was all.
He’d practiced for this. He’d ducked and rolled and dived, firing his catapult or his air gun at targets both stationary and moving; old signs and shop windows, rabbits, birds, foxes. He’d hit with a good level of accuracy, and his target now was a lot bigger.
The Huntsman closed on him, its own crossbow coming up. At the last second, Carl dropped and rolled sideways towards the platform edge. The Huntsman’s crossbow bolt fizzed through where he’d been standing and embedded itself in the wooden side of a freight truck. As Carl came up into a crouch just behind the Huntsman, he fired his own crossbow into the back of its head.
The Huntsman roared and tried to turn around. As it did so, Carl picked the skateboard off the floor and swung it at the monster’s face. It hit the Huntsman just above the eye, and with another roar, it staggered backwards, right into the moving train.
Carl saw it lose its footing, saw it sucked into the gap between the train and the platform, saw it disappear into the dark shadows where the thundering wheels rolled.
The train was almost past him. Without thinking, he started to run alongside it, trying to time his spot. If he missed, he died, but if he stayed, he would die anyway. The woman and the other Huntsman would show him no mercy.
There were just three carriages left. As the next space between two rushed towards him, he counted down from three and jumped.
Metal hit him in the stomach and then he felt something hard slam into his back as the train’s momentum rammed him against the front of the last truck. He cried out and hung on for his life, wrapping his arm over a dirty, sticky tube that stuck out of one truck and fed into the next. His back and ribs screamed at him, but he was on the train, he was safe.
As the last of the platform edge disappeared to be replaced by forest on either side, Carl let himself breathe, let himself close his eyes.
And there, for a few minutes at least, he let his face crumble up, let tears flow, and allowed himself to mourn.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight: Battlefield
 
Clayton watched with unease as the Huntsmen were unloaded inside Bristol Temple Meads train station, deserted now on his orders. The handlers urged the leashed beasts forward, occasionally dishing out a sharp stun which resulted in growls of pain that echoed across the cavernous space above them.
Clayton wondered what a casual bystander might think of all this. Behind him, his men were unloading what looked like a train straight out of a nightmare. The Huntsmen moved slowly across the platform, hooded faces lowered, their rough breathing and the occasional growl the only sounds.
The handler, Jakob, waved to him. ‘What?’ Clayton asked.
‘We’ve got a scent,’ the man told him. We’re a few hours behind but if we set the dogs off now we can run them down. These Tube Riders have to sleep at some point.’
Clayton nodded. ‘Get the Huntsmen over there. Make sure the new ones are familiar with the scent.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Jakob replied.
Clayton grimaced. The last thing he wanted was for the malfunctioning monsters to dash off after the wrong people. He’d seen a lot of bloodshed in the last twenty-four hours and was growing weary of it.
I want this finished, he thought. I want this over with.
He knew, though, that the only way to end it was to see those kids dead, and a part of him suffered at the thought of it. He’d done many bad things in his life, and he was about to do another. He knew, as no doubt the Governor did, that the Tube Riders had done nothing wrong. They were just another group of misfits trying to make something out of the mess Mega Britain had become. If there was anyone who ought to die…
Clayton squeezed his eyes shut, trying to keep out the thought. Treason was a strong word even in peace times, and to utter those thoughts out loud could see him dead. But there was something not right about everything, and part of Clayton wished he’d been born in a different time and place.
Instead he let himself think of Dreggo, the girl under his control whom the DCA were forcing to lead the Huntsmen. The bulge of the remote in his pocket pressed against his side, and he felt a sudden flush of regret for what he’d done to her. She’d attacked him, but his words had provoked her. What had he been thinking?
There are lower standards there, he had told her. But those were the Governor’s words, not his. Clayton rubbed his eyes. Were the Governor’s threats turning him into a similar monster? Dreggo was no different to the Tube Riders. The wrong place at the wrong time. Yet something about her just made him hate her. Maybe it was that without the remote in his pocket, she would kill him in an instant, perhaps as he deserved.
‘Got to give them credit,’ someone said beside him, and Clayton jerked back to the present to see Vincent standing there, looking in the direction of the damaged train that had derailed just beyond the platform edge, having collided with a stationary train. The debris was yet to be cleared.
‘What?’ Clayton said.
‘They’re putting up a hell of a fight over this.’
Clayton smiled. ‘They’ve got spirit,’ he said.
‘Kind of a shame we’ve got to see it ripped out of them,’ Vincent said. ‘But I guess that’s just how it goes.’
Clayton looked at Vincent. The agent’s face was a mess of bruises but that same cold stare was there. Clayton could read the younger man well. There was no conflict behind those eyes, simply a desire to see the job done as efficiently as possible, ideally in a way that would allow personal gain. Vincent had allowed the Tube Riders to escape once, and suffered for it. He wasn’t about to do it again.
‘Sir!’
Clayton turned, noticing how Vincent turned also; that same desire for command still there, despite everything.
A DCA agent stood behind them. ‘They went down the stairs,’ the man said. ‘Into the parking garage. The trail’s clean down there because the area is disused. Want us to roll them out?’
Clayton considered. The chances were high indeed that they were still in the city, hiding out somewhere. Maybe they thought their trail would go cold, the scent would fade.
‘Okay, let’s do this,’ he told the agent, looking back over his shoulder towards the train. He frowned. ‘What’s going on with those?’
Several of the handlers had shackled a group of Huntsmen together using a chain with individual manacles.
‘They’re the reserve, I think,’ Vincent said.
‘The what?’
‘They’re using the first group to track. These others are the heavy artillery, so to speak.’
‘Jesus Christ. This whole operation is just waiting to fuck up.’
Already Clayton was regretting letting Dreggo go after the other Tube Riders. She had called him just once in the hour and a half since she left them, with nothing to report. He was fuming. What was she doing, having a goddamn picnic?
‘At least they’ve cleared out the station,’ Vincent said with a smirk. ‘If there were people around it would be like letting a group of rabid foxes loose in a chicken coop.’
Clayton rolled his eyes. ‘Just keep an eye on the ones to the left.’
One of the handlers called to him. ‘All four went into the parking garage together. I’d guess they were running by that point.’
‘Well, in after them we go, then,’ Clayton muttered, following the man down the steps. Behind them, three handlers were directing the chained Huntsmen down.
‘We should have stuck with five,’ Vincent said. ‘This is turning into one ugly fucking dog show.’
Clayton said nothing.
The door to the parking garage was ajar. Inside, the darkness was almost impenetrable, except for a small glow on the far side, several hundred feet distant.
‘Let’s get on it,’ Clayton said and stepped inside, his gun drawn as a precaution. He moved wide around the side wall as the handlers pushed the Huntsmen down the centre.
‘Looks like they just bolted straight across, sir –’
An explosion rocked the entrance just behind him, sending Clayton sprawling to the ground amid a shower of sparks and debris as the back of the parking garage roof collapsed.
‘Find cover!’ he screamed, just as huge spotlights came on at the far end of the parking garage, blinding him.
The air filled with gunfire, bullets pinging off the concrete around him. Clayton glanced back at the door and saw a couple of his men half buried under the rubble. A couple of Huntsmen lay still beside them, but there was no way to know how many were dead.
The gunfire came again, automatic weapons, and he rolled behind a chunk of fallen masonry that moments before had just missed landing on his head. To his right he heard a growl and then a scream as a Huntsman took a bullet, a thud as it slumped to the ground.
‘Return fire!’ he shouted.
‘What about the Huntsmen?’ Jakob shouted from nearby. ‘Chained up they’re just waiting to die! Release them and we’ll win this fight!’
Clayton frowned. Even now, ambushed, bullets flying around his head, he didn’t want to. But the way in was blocked, and their attackers, whoever they were, were heavily armed and covering the only way out. One or two more explosive devices and the battle would be lost.
‘Do it!’ he shouted. ‘Set them loose! And God help us if they don’t know who they’re fighting against.’
He heard a click, the wrist locks binding the monsters opening by automatic control. Even as heavier gunfire cracked against the concrete around him, he heard a roar go up in union from the Huntsmen. Risking a glance up out of his hiding place, he saw them running into battle.
Like the devil’s own cavalry, the Huntsmen raced across the parking garage towards the attackers hiding behind their blinding spotlights. As gunfire turned on them, several Huntsmen dived forward and rolled across the floor like whirling, spinning ninjas, while others leapt up and clambered across the beams and lintels of the parking garage roof. Others dropped to their knees, crossbows and other weapons in their hands, loosing their arsenal at the enemy, covering those who moved in towards close combat.
There were only perhaps ten or twelve involved in the charge, but the enemy’s organised position fell into sudden disarray, guns firing wildly, bullets spraying in desperation as the Huntsmen advanced. He watched as one Huntsman was shot and felled, only to leap to its feet again, claws stretching to tear and maim.
One of the spotlights took a bullet, sparked and went out, quickly followed by the others. Men began to scream.
Clayton didn’t want to think about how he would round up the Huntsmen once the carnage was over. With the spotlights no longer trained on him, he waved his remaining DCA agents forward. ‘After them!’ he shouted. ‘We need prisoners. We need to know who the hell these people are!’
Clayton let his agents get a decent start and then he followed after them. Leading his troops from the front was hardly the plan; that’s why the Huntsmen were here.
#
In fact, Clayton was last bar one. As Clayton jogged after his men, Adam Vincent got up from his own hiding place, behind a support pillar left at an angle after the explosion, and moved after Clayton. His gun was in his hand, and he was wondering when would be the best time to put a bullet in Clayton’s back.
#
From behind the row of abandoned cars his men were using for cover, Ishael had detected the Department of Civil Affairs agents coming through the door from the station on an old, hand-held heat detecting radar scanner. He knew immediately how important the Tube Riders were by the sheer number of agents – at least thirty, maybe more. He could see their steady blips on the radar, but worse were the pulsing blips that appeared to be Huntsmen, the body heat they gave off far higher but unstable, as though they were flushing hot and cold at two-second intervals. He felt his own blood chill at the thought of them, especially when he realised how many the Department of Civil Affairs had brought. He knew instantly that his own group, twenty-four armed and capable men, wasn’t nearly enough.
With the DCA agents and the Huntsmen crowding through the doorway, Ishael’s men had detonated the bomb. Looking at the scanner, he’d seen five or six DCA agents killed or hurt by the rubble, but not nearly as many as he’d hoped. One or two Huntsmen were down, their blips flickering wildly, but it was difficult to tell if they were dead or even disabled. He prayed at least a few were. Most of the survivors had ducked down for cover, and he had felt confident his men could pick them off or at least keep them down using the scanner and the spotlights they had brought.
Only when he saw a group detach from the main contingent, all of their blips pulsing like little heartbeats, had he realised just how hopeless their situation was.
Now, looking up, as the Huntsmen raced across the open space of the parking garage, heedless of the bullets flying around them, he felt he was looking into the face of Death himself.
A man standing beside him grunted and slumped back, a crossbow bolt in his neck. As his blood pumped out on to the oily concrete, Ishael barely had time to reflect on how many good, loyal men he was about to lose.
‘Back!’ he screamed, waving towards the parking garage exit. ‘Out on to the street!’
He turned, just as a snarling Huntsman launched itself across the top of the car towards him.
Ishael gasped like a frightened child as the snarling jaws broke from beneath the dark hood and darted for his neck. He pulled his rifle up at the last second, knocking the monster off course, the jaws missing him but one clawed hand raking his arm, pulling him around. As the Huntsman skidded and rolled past him, he clutched at his side, feeling blood flow from a deep gash. Someone shouted his name, but he didn’t have time to move as the Huntsman wheeled and launched itself again. Ishael dodged sideways and the Huntsman struck the car, but it was already turning, its reactions far faster than his. He grabbed the car’s loose rear door and slammed it into the Huntsman, but instead of being knocked back the creature gripped the door and tore it off its hinges, tossing it aside.
This is it, Ishael thought. This is where it ends.
‘Die…’
But Ishael wasn’t ready to die, not yet. For a second the image of Marta – the beautiful and brave Tube Rider – entered his mind, and he felt a surge of adrenaline. He scrambled backwards, dropped to the ground and rolled sideways, slipping underneath the adjacent car. As the smell of old oil and petrol filled his lungs, he saw the Huntsman’s feet move as it came after him, and then it too dropped to the ground and tried to follow, its claws reaching under the car to rake at his legs.
Trying to make space, Ishael kicked at it, striking it once in the face. As he felt a jarring pain race up his leg, the lack of give and the strength of the beast’s neck terrified him. It had felt like kicking concrete.
It caught hold of his leg and began to pull him out. He kicked again, aiming for its hood, where he hoped the eyes would be. He cried out as it shifted to the side, and then powerful jaws clamped down on his calf muscle, biting through the combat trousers he wore. Hot blood washed over his skin, and wondered if the creature would bite right through his leg.
Instead, its teeth released their grip and it jerked him backwards, pulling him out from under the car. For a moment he saw the Huntsman silhouetted above him in the light of one of his own men’s spotlights, and then it dived at him, jaws snapping.
He closed his eyes.
‘Pull it off!’
Ishael opened his eyes to see the Huntsman spasm in the air above him, a terrible wailing coming from its open maw. It scrabbled at its neck, claws pulling the hood free. Ishael saw what looked like a human head behind its dog-like snout, wires snaking across its scalp. Then it slumped away from him, landing on its stomach a few feet away. Two men rushed to clamp its arms.
‘Well, well.’
Spotlights had come on again, pointed skyward now to leave the parking garage illuminated in a twilight glow, and Ishael could see the eyes of the man standing above him. Perhaps forty, his body was solid beneath the black suit, his jaw firm, unsmiling. His hair was flecked with spots of dust. Hard, dark eyes watched Ishael with contempt, but also, Ishael thought, with what looked like a hint of admiration.
The man waved his hand and two other DCA men came up behind him. ‘Secure the prisoner,’ he said. ‘And find me a room. We need to have a talk with him.’ As the agents moved forward, the first man glanced over his shoulder. ‘Vincent! Move the men forward on to the streets. Follow them down and kill them if you can’t take them alive. Find where they’re hiding the Tube Riders.’
‘What Tube Riders?’ Ishael groaned, but the man just shook his head as if to say, don’t bother. We know. Then he turned and was gone.
Ishael started to push himself up, but one of the agents stepped forward and kicked him hard in the face. Ishael was conscious just long enough to see the man lean down towards him, and then everything went black.



Chapter Thirty-Nine: Departure
 
As the train rushed through the forest, picking up speed again, Jess inched her way along towards the front of the freight truck, her feet on a thin rail barely above the wheels, her clawboard sliding slowly along the water drainage rail above her. Occasionally it got caught on a piece of grit or caked mud, and Jess had to carefully remove one hand from the straps and pick out the obstruction with her fingers. Twice she had to hold on with her hand and lift the board over. Glancing down at the gravel and sleepers rushing past below, she was reminded just how close she hung to death; that a momentary slip would see her pitched off the train. She’d survived once; she didn’t fancy her chances of surviving a second time.
Simon was five trucks ahead. At the end of her truck, she painstakingly climbed down into the working area that fixed the two freight trucks together before climbing back up on to the drainage rail of the next one. Just at that moment the train started around a wide bend. The trucks arced away to the right and she saw Simon again, what seemed like miles away, hanging from the side of the train, his head lolling back and forth as though every second was a fight against unconsciousness.
She’d pushed him hard through the forest, and she’d got him this far. If she could just get to him before his strength gave out again then she could save him, she could hold on to him until they reached Bristol. She had no idea how far it was, but it couldn’t be more than an hour. She could do it; she could be the strength for both of them.
She glanced back down the train, and her heart almost stopped.
There, just three trucks back, a Huntsman was crawling along the top of the train.
Jess wanted to scream, but no sound would come out. As she watched it in horror, she felt all her last hopes fade away.
#
Dreggo stood beside Lyen on the platform edge as the train rolled away into the forest. The two Tube Riders had escaped again; with the help of the country bumpkin boy even the wounded one had managed to get on to the train. Catching them would be easy; a simple radio call to Clayton would have twenty agents and Huntsmen waiting for them when the train arrived in Bristol, but still she couldn’t shake the feeling of failure. Despite the tears, her hatred and anger were back, and being so close yet again only to have them escape made her feel weak and incapable.
The country boy, though, he impressed her. Not only had he killed Jacul, but he’d made a possibly suicidal jump on to the train. She would only know if he survived or not when she viewed his corpse in Bristol, but a leap like that had taken some faith, and lots of guts. Despite seeing her Huntsman cut down and pulled under the train, he had won her respect.
If Clayton could leave him alive, she’d enjoy killing him.
She pulled the radio from her pocket, intending to call Clayton and inform him of proceedings, and request he have the next through train stop for them. As she lifted it to her ear, though, she felt a crackle of static in her mind, the sign of a Huntsman’s internal transmitter. Lyen shifted beside her; he’d felt it too.
The voice that came into her mind was broken and indistinct, but still it could come from nothing else.
‘…alive…’
She glanced across at Lyen and he gave her a dark, feverish glare in return. Jacul wasn’t dead. Through whatever twist of luck and fate, he had survived being pulled under the train.
She sent Lyen to check the tracks. There were no signs of a body, mutilated or otherwise, which meant, of course, that Jacul was still on the train.
She put the radio away. There might not be a need to inform Clayton after all.
#
As Jacul felt his foot slip out from under him, he could only think of relief; that it was finally over, that he could rest. Then, as one arm reached out, his clawed fingers closing over something metal, he felt himself jerked away from the wheels of the train, and from the death that he would have so welcomed. The last vestiges of his human mind had prayed for the thundering salvation of the huge metal wheels, but the robotic part of his body, that which would obey orders until death, refused to let him go.
It was too late for his other arm. As he hung from the bottom of the train, he swung inwards, and struck the side of the nearest wheel. He reached out as a reflex to push himself away, and then it was gone, ripped off at the shoulder, his body filled with a thousand spasms of pain. He felt human blood, oil and fluids oozing down his side, mixed with those that bled from the crossbow wound. His mind was already drifting, and he estimated that he would be dead within half an hour. His human mind wanted to close his eyes and let him drift away, float back through the fragments of childhood memories that had survived his transformation into a Huntsman, but the machine part of him, the engineered part, knew there was a mission to complete, and that half an hour might be all he needed.
The Tube Riders, his prey, were on the train.
With his one good arm he hauled himself along the underside of the train, using his legs to support him while he searched for another hand-hold.
Inch by inch he made his way forward, the blurring wheels of the train never more than a couple of feet away. Then, finally, he came to the end of the freight truck, and saw daylight again above him.
Hauling himself up and over on to the mechanism that latched the two trucks together, he managed to stand, bracing his feet against the rocking of the train, hanging on with his one good arm.
There was a door in the back of the truck in front, but when he tore the lock free and pushed it open he found the truck packed full of crates, labeled with various food company labels. There was no way through, so he closed the door, and looked up at the top of the truck.
Fear wasn’t something that the Huntsmen felt. Like a lot of emotions, it had been erased by the technology used to develop the minds of the killing machines, but every now and then Jacul would feel a certain sense of otherworldliness, as if what he was about to do was more dangerous than usual. He felt it now, but as he glanced down at the ground blurring below him, he shrugged what was left of his shoulders and began looking for a way up.
#
It was scant relief for Jess to realise that the Huntsman was missing an arm and appeared to have been through a serious battle. Blood streamed down its canine face and dripped on to the roof of the train as it closed on her. She was half a truck ahead of it still, but it was gaining. She was still one truck away from Simon, who appeared to be hanging on desperately. The back of his shirt was soaked in blood, his head lolled from side to side, and his feet kept slipping from the rail below him.
In the back of her mind Jess wished now that she’d not given her crossbow to Carl. After what he’d done to help them, she had owed him, and just hoped he’d managed to get away. Now, the best weapon she had was a knife, but even one handed, the Huntsman would make short work of that.
Just as she reached the end of the freight truck and began to climb around into the gap between it and the next, she glanced back at the Huntsman, saw it shift its head towards her. Protruding from its neck and glistening in the sunlight was the shaft of a crossbow bolt.
Jess’s heart plunged. Carl had attacked this Huntsman, yet it still lived and was on the train. Did that mean Carl was dead?
She knew she might never find out. She squeezed her eyes shut against another wave of pain, and tried to concentrate on getting to Simon.
Then something slammed into her from behind.
She fell forward across the stubby metal joints between the trucks, felt them vibrating and shifting as they knocked the wind out of her. She gasped for breath, swinging her clawboard up instinctively. Something thudded into it, and she felt the inhuman strength in the Huntsman’s remaining arm as it then tried to pull the knife free. Jess screamed, her resolve failing her as she looked into its muggy, bloodshot eyes, and wondered how it had closed the gap on her so fast.
It jerked the knife out of the wood and almost overbalanced, its knife hand clutching awkwardly at a maintenance handle beside the freight truck’s door. Jess almost lost the clawboard, but managed to get it up between them again just as the Huntsman, using its legs for support, swung its knife at her again.
‘Leave me alone!’ she screamed.
As the clawboard deflected the slash, Jess struggled to hold on with one hand, the Huntsman’s strength pushing her back. It would be a short fight, she knew; if she moved for her knife she would lose her shield or her handhold, and she couldn’t survive without either.
The Huntsman’s eyes followed her impassively, its mouth torn back in a snarl that revealed yellowed, gummy canine teeth. The breath was pungent, like that of a dog’s, but the tongue was shorter, thicker than a dog’s but not quite as squashed as a human’s. Its nose, too, was thinner and paler than a dog’s might be.
‘Tube Rider!’ the Huntsman growled, and Jess wanted to scream at the nightmarish sound of its voice.
The knife slashed again. Jess swayed away, the blade missing her by inches. She tried to swing the clawboard up towards its face, but it was heavy, and her strength was leaving her. As she looked back at the Huntsman, her eyes filled with tears.
Then something moved in her peripheral vision, and there was another figure in front of her, crashing down on the Huntsman’s shoulders and knocking it briefly to its knees.
‘Simon…?’
Sweat drenched his face, blood drenched his shirt and his eyes seemed about to roll back into his head as he swung an arm around the Huntsman’s neck. ‘Run!’ he gasped, his voice slurred. ‘I heard you scream–’
The Huntsman, with Simon wrapped around its shoulders, stood up and slammed him back against the door, knocking the wind out of him. Jess bared her own teeth and rammed her clawboard into the Huntsman’s stomach, feeling an unnatural hardness there. The thing’s half metal, her mind shouted. There’s no way we can kill it.
Simon’s clawboard was still strapped to his other hand, and he pulled it up and across the Huntsman’s neck. The Huntsman growled and twisted its head, but it couldn’t use its hand to pull the clawboard away or it would lose its grip. Jess tried to reach the knife on its belt, but it kicked her in the stomach, doubling her over. She looked up, wondering how much longer Simon could hold on.
#
‘Jess, no!’
Simon smashed the clawboard into the Huntsman’s face. Its nose burst, spraying him with blood. With his other hand he reached up and tore at the wires and metal plates that covered the creature’s scalp, trying to disable it. It bucked at him but continued to hold on, so he stretched forwards, his fingers reaching for the creature’s eyes.
He heard Jess gasp as the Huntsman’s maw snapped at him, sharp teeth closing just out of reach. He grunted and thrust his fingers in through the soft tissue, squeezing as hard as he could, feeling the creature struggle as its eyeballs depressed and then popped like blisters, bathing his fingers in sticky fluid. Screaming now himself, he thrust his fingers deeper as the Huntsman thrashed, its free hand letting go of its hold, sending them both crashing back against the door. Simon hooked his clawboard behind the handrail to hold himself steady, even as his fingers pressed deeper towards the Huntsman’s brain. He felt it buck again, felt its arm slip behind it, pushing against his belly.
‘Die, you evil fucking bastard!’ he hollered, at the same time becoming aware of a new, acute pain somewhere in his midriff, a twisting coldness, and the sudden warmth of blood down over his stomach and thighs.
The Huntsman gave a final, shrieking roar and sagged against him, an expulsion of dead air exiting its lungs for the last time. Simon let go and pushed it away. Its eyes closed, almost in relief, and it slipped down between the joint mechanisms and under the train.
There was a bump, and then it was gone.
Simon sagged back against the truck door, one hand still attached to the clawboard stuck behind the handrail, the other going to his stomach, feeling the warmth there, the handle of the knife that stuck out, so, so little of it. Somewhere he was aware of Jess screaming, but the sound was hazy, unclear. His vision blurred just as someone else dropped into view, someone he recognised from his bedside. A young boy. What was his name?
What … what was his name?
Simon’s head lolled back.
#
Jess watched as the Huntsman pressed its knife into Simon with its last dying move, and then fell away under the train. She saw Simon slump back, the front of his shirt slick with blood, both his own and that of the Huntsman. His eyes rolled, his breathing coming in small gasps.
A figure appeared above her, squatting on the top of the freight truck. She cried out, pulling her clawboard up, before realizing with some surprise that it was Carl. Somehow he’d made it on to the train. He looked none the worse for his battles with the Huntsmen, but his eyes widened as he saw the blood that covered Simon.
‘We have to stop the train,’ Jess said to him. ‘Go to the front, threaten the driver, something, I don’t know. Anything! We have to stop the train.’
‘Break the door open. You might be able to rest inside,’ Carl said.
Jess nodded. Turning behind her, she rammed her clawboard against the truck door. It had a padlock, but didn’t look strong. Sure enough, after a couple more desperate slugs, the door popped open, swinging inward.
There were some crates secured near the far side of the truck, but there was a little space left between them, and with Carl’s help Jess was able to haul Simon inside. He was barely conscious, and they propped him up with his back to a wooden crate. With the door shut, the peace inside the truck was harmony compared to the grinding, thudding cacophony that had surrounded them outside.
Carl looked at Simon, then at Jess, his face grim. ‘I’ll go up to the cab,’ he said. ‘I’ll see if I can stop the train.’
Jess nodded. ‘Be careful,’ she said, trying not to let her voice break up.
Carl gave her a quick smile and went out, shutting the door behind him.
In the relative calm of the freight truck, Jess mopped Simon’s forehead with a rag. His face was ashen, his lips white from blood loss.
‘You know, don’t you?’ he said suddenly, his voice almost as she remembered from their first meeting, soft, peaceful, like a cool park in the middle of a busy city. She remembered his smile too, and he gave her one now, warm, easy. She felt her heart jump as it had done that first time, back in the street near Charing Cross where he’d stopped her and asked her for the time.
‘I know what?’
‘That I love you. That I love you more than anything.’
‘Yeah, I know.’
‘And that … it’s time for me to go now.’
Jess’s breath caught in her throat and she almost choked. She hadn’t tried to stop the bleeding; she knew how bad his wound was, but still, hearing it in words made it suddenly so real. She wanted to cry but no tears would come. She just felt empty, hollow.
‘There are a million things I want to say to you, Jessica,’ Simon told her. ‘But there isn’t the time. Perhaps in another life, another time, we could have been together longer.’
‘Simon, shut up! Just shut fucking up!’ She wanted to shake him, make him take back what he was saying.
‘I just want you to know that I love you. You are my … my … light.’
‘Simon!’ Jess was hysterical. She’d found him, she’d brought him back. She’d saved him once, and he’d returned the favour, but at an incalculable cost. ‘I didn’t come so far just to lose you again!’
‘You’ll never lose me. I’ll always be in ...’ He reached up a hand, his face scrunched up with pain, and touched her chest, just between her breasts. ‘… in … here.’
‘Simon, no…’
One of his hands dropped into hers. His fingers squeezed momentarily tight, and she felt something hard there. ‘Don’t give up … on us…’
For a moment she didn’t understand. Then she looked down and saw what he had pressed into her hand – the little camera memory card. For a second she hated the thing, wanted to throw it away, but she realised that if she did, his life, like those of her parents, would have been wasted. He was right. As much as it tore her up inside, he was right.
Simon began to cough, doubling over. She patted his back, lifting him up straight, felt the weakness in his shoulders, the sagging of his body.
‘I love you, Simon!’ she gasped, as his eyes locked on to hers, narrowing slightly, then going suddenly wide, desperate, his shoulders and neck tensing, a whining sound escaping his mouth as his last breath left him.
‘Jessica–’ he gasped, and then went soft in her arms.
‘No!’
Jess’s howl filled the small space between the cargo crates, seeming to make them rattle. Around her she felt the braking of the train, the slow bumping as it ground towards a halt, but she didn’t notice anything at all, not even when, a few minutes later, the side door opened and Carl looked in to see her leaning back against the crates, Simon’s body held in her arms, his blood drenching her clothes.
#
Carl looked at her face, saw the pain there, the utter, complete grief in her beautiful face, and he wanted to cry too, not just for the young man whom he had known so briefly, but for the girl who had lost him. Carl saw in the dead hollows of her eyes that Jess’s life had moved a step closer to darkness, and sensed the sadness torturing her heart. As she closed her eyes and leaned closer to Simon’s body, part of Carl wished she would never open them again.
Let life spare her too, he thought, tears springing to his own eyes.
 



Chapter Forty: Prison Break
 
Marta couldn’t see anything. Below her she could feel the rumbling wheels of the bus, but hidden away in a thin compartment below the floor she had little way of knowing in which direction they were heading. Beside her, Paul and Owen were talking quietly in the dark. Owen had that familiar excitement about him, which Paul was trying to hush. Marta smiled. It was probably better for the kid to keep his spirits up. She had lost hers long ago.
Switch was on the other side of her. Feeling a need for conversation, she nudged him softly. ‘Tell me again what’s going to happen.’
‘Uncle and his men will create a diversion; draw the guards away from the perimeter gate. I’ll slip out and attach a small explosive device to the gate. When it blows, the bus can just drive through.’
‘I can’t believe it’ll work as easily as that.’
‘Me neither. But I trust Unc. He’s the best man I’ve ever known, and if I can’t trust him I can’t trust anyone.’
They both heard the bus’s engine die and the rocking below them ceased. A moment later they heard a muffled explosion not far away.
‘What was that?’
‘I guess that’s our diversion.’
Someone tapped on the floor. ‘Your turn!’ a muffled voice shouted.
Marta felt Switch’s hand take hers and squeeze it lightly. ‘See you soon,’ he said.
She heard him slide away, and a second later daylight bathed them as Switch pulled away a loose panel in the side of the bus and jumped out. Marta squinted in the brightness. Switch gave her a weird spastic wink and replaced the panel, locking her in darkness again.
#
Outside, Switch looked around. The perimeter gate rose up in front of him, about thirty feet tall, built back into a concrete wall that stretched off in both directions, disappearing behind the roofs of the abandoned houses and buildings that rotted in the wall’s shadow. William had told him that few people lived near the wall; it was too much of a reminder of times past. Now, the buildings were the haunts of drug addicts, whores and vagrants.
Behind him, the bus, an old government one, had stopped at a bent, rusty bus-stop sign just short of the gate. The driver, an undercover UMF man, was engaged in a heated exchange with another man, also of the UMF, masquerading as a fare-dodging customer. Switch had about a minute to take care of his job and get back to the bus before their ruse drew attention.
The gate itself looked unguarded. It was a small one; most of the major traffic came in though a much larger gate to the north of the city, William had said, but even so, Switch would have expected guards. Looking left, he saw the reason why; a burning car had drawn the attention of the gate’s sentries, who now stood around it like tramps around a trash-can fire.
Switch didn’t waste any time. He headed straight for the gate, leaning low, limping slightly. He wore a dirty brown shawl and a headscarf, while in his hand he carried a paper bag with the end of a glass bottle sticking out.
When he reached the gate, still unnoticed, he put the bottle down as close to the centre as he could. Then he began limping away.
‘Oi, you!’
Switch glanced up. A green-uniformed guard jogged across towards him, waving an automatic rifle. ‘Get the hell away from there, you fucking turd!’
Switch had one hand inside the robe, trying to pass off as an amputee. Out of sight, his fingers closed around a switch-blade. The other guards were over by the burning car, walking around it, trying to peer inside to see if there were casualties. With surprise on his side Switch felt quite sure he could take the guard out if the man caused him a problem.
‘Sorry guv’nur,’ Switch slurred. ‘Got lost eh.’ He cocked his face at the guard and gave a half-grin. William’s men had caked his face with fake blood, and his own twitching eye only made him more pitiful.
The guard relaxed. ‘Come on. Just get the hell away from the gate. You know the law.’
‘Just tryin’ t’get ‘ome, guv.’
‘Well, keep trying. Hey, wait!’ The man pointed. ‘You forgot your medicine, my friend.’
‘’E’s empty,’ Switch started to say, but it was too late. The man was already heading across towards the paper bag, nestled in between the two huge gates.
Switch started to jog for the nearest buildings. Beneath his robe he let go of the knife and felt for the small plastic box that would detonate the crude bomb.
He reached the nearest building and ducked into a doorway. Turning around, he saw the guard reach the bag and pick it up.
Switch closed his eyes. It was bad enough having to do it at all, but he didn’t want to watch the man die as well.
He pressed the detonator button.
A roar filled the air behind him. The sound of ripping, tearing steel and splintering wood mixed with the screams of men. Switch opened his eyes to chaos; a wall of smoke and concrete dust bloomed up between him and the gate, so at first he was unable to see if they’d broken through. At the same time, gunshots began to ring out from the cover of the buildings to his right, where a group of William’s men were staked out. Caught out in the open, several of the guards went down immediately, but a couple managed to take cover behind the burnt-out car, and from there they began to return fire.
Switch was behind them, though, so he slipped back through the dust alongside the perimeter wall towards the gate. Ahead of him, he heard the engine rumble as the bus began to move.
Gunfire came from above him, guards on top of the wall trying to pin down William’s men. He grimaced. Their plan was moments from failure.
The dust began to clear. To his dismay he saw that the gate still stood.
‘Shit, oh shit.’
As he got near he found that the bomb had badly damaged it, great dents and cracks in its steel surface, with its hinges buckled and misshapen, but still it remained closed.
He turned in the direction of the bus and began to run.
The driver almost didn’t see him, and Switch heard the squeal of old brakes as the bus tried to stop. Jumping out of its way, he caught the rail to the side of the open front door and swung inside.
‘Gun it, man!’ he shouted at the driver, one of William’s men. ‘The gate’s still up!’
‘No way,’ the man grunted. ‘I’ll see what I can do, but those damn gates were built to last.’
‘It’s our only chance!’
‘Gonna tell the others?’
‘No. If we don’t make it there’s a chance they won’t be discovered.’
‘Fat chance of that.’
Switch spun around. Marta stood behind him, while behind her Owen was helping Paul up out of a trapdoor in the bus floor.
‘Get back out of sight!’
‘We stand together,’ Marta said.
The driver glanced over his shoulder. ‘Well, damn well hang on to something, then.’
The bus lurched forward. Gunfire cracked all around them, shattering several of the windows. Switch ducked down behind the bus’s dashboard, while behind him the others dived down between the seats.
‘Here it comes!’ the driver shouted. Switch glanced up just long enough to see the perimeter wall rising up around them, the gate no more than a few feet ahead.
‘Yeah!’
The bus hit the gates square on. Switch slammed into the dashboard as the front window imploded, ducking his head to avoid shards of flying glass. There was a momentary thud and then a rush of forward movement, and to his relief Switch realised they were through. He heard the gunfire receding behind them as the bus bumped downhill, at first on a road, and then swerving off, bumping across an open area of grassland. The wind rushed past his face and he frowned, looking over his shoulder to see the road disappearing back to their right.
‘Where the hell are you–’
Switch knew immediately that his words were wasted. The driver, bloodied and lifeless, was slumped back in the seat, a large shard of glass protruding from a neck injury that pumped blood down over his fake bus driver’s uniform.
‘Marta, Paul! We have another problem!’
Switch jumped up, trying to grab the wheel out of the driver’s dead hands, but it was too late. The dead man lurched forward, pulling the wheel sharply over to the left. The bus, still moving downhill, bumped again and overbalanced.
Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Switch was screaming at the others to hang on, even as he wrapped his arms around the wheel to brace himself. Behind him, he heard Marta screaming, Paul shouting at Owen, and Owen gasping as though this were yet another fairground ride.
The bus crashed over on to its side, cushioned slightly by a stand of bushes that smashed in through the windows. There was a grinding noise as the engine continued to revolve for a few seconds, then the internal workings of the old bus shuddered and went still.
Switch rubbed his head and pulled himself to his feet. He felt like he was standing horizontally, with the bus’s seats hanging in the air to his left. ‘Everyone all right?’ he asked, feeling a little dazed but otherwise okay.
Three groggy voices came back affirmative.
‘Is it going to blow up?’ Marta asked, crawling across the broken bus windows towards him, a small cut on her cheek and some pieces of twig in her hair.
‘No,’ Paul said. ‘Not unless there’s a spark from somewhere. It’s a common myth that vehicles blow up when they crash, and the bio-fuel buses use is less flammable than old petrol.’
‘Thanks for the fucking infomercial, but we had better get moving,’ Switch said. ‘We’ve lost our wheels, but they’ve still got theirs.’
‘Perhaps we should blow it up anyway,’ Owen said, leaning against the sideways turned seats. ‘Throw them off the trail.’
‘He’s got a point,’ Marta said. ‘How?’
Owen pointed at Switch. ‘You’ve got something to light a fire with, haven’t you?’
Switch grinned. ‘Of course I have.’
‘And the fuel’s still flammable?’
Paul nodded. ‘Yeah, less than petrol, but it’ll still ignite, I think.’
‘Good.’ Owen nodded. ‘Do it then.’
Switch cut a piece of his rope to use as a fuse. The driver’s body yielded the keys to the petrol tank, but unfortunately the bus had rolled on that side. Instead, Paul and Switch had to break a hole in the bottom of the tank and feed the rope inside. Rust made it easier, but the three-quarters empty tank swallowed a lot of rope before they reached the fuel itself. The fuse wasn’t long enough to be safe, and Switch insisted the others got clear before he set it alight.
He waited until they were twenty yards away, then he touched his lighter to the doused rope. ‘Here it comes!’ he shouted, watching a flame immediately strike up and rush towards the bus’s undercarriage. Switch turned and dashed in the other direction, leaping over a stand of bracken into a small natural hollow, just as the flame reached the bus and an explosion boomed. Switch looked up to see the underside of the bus broken open, a pool of flame around the vehicle. He nodded with satisfaction as the flames raked at the side of the bus.
‘Nice job, Switch!’ Marta shouted.
‘Thanks. Pocket fucking pyro, I am.’ He grinned and turned to follow the others.
They were heading downhill, away from the bus, towards a stand of forest. They had no escape from the Huntsmen, of course, but the trees would give them cover against gunfire.
‘What do we do now?’ Owen said, running alongside Paul.
‘We run,’ Paul said. ‘And we keep running.’
‘Paul, that’s a crap plan if ever I’ve heard one.’
Despite their fear, their exhaustion, and the bruises that littered their bodies, Marta and Switch both laughed.
‘Well, you get working on a new one, and while you’re at it, we’ll keep running from the Huntsmen,’ Marta said.
‘Easy,’ Owen said. ‘The river.’
‘What river?’
He pointed to the right. ‘I saw it from the top deck of the bus before we crashed. At the very least we can get across it. Should make our trail more difficult for the Huntsmen to follow.’
‘Paul, your brother’s a genius,’ Marta said.
‘That’s the benefit of a proper education,’ Owen said. ‘And lots of video games.’
‘Well, you haven’t solved what we’re going to do once we cross that damn river,’ Switch said. ‘I can’t fucking swim. And if we’re walking I imagine even those DCA chumps will be able to find us.’
‘I thought I saw some sort of boat. Maybe we can steal it, but we’d better hurry.’ Without waiting for an answer he dashed ahead of the others, dancing between the trees like a deer running from fire. ‘Come on!’ they heard him shout back, before a sudden splash came from up ahead.
They jogged after him through the trees, emerging from a thicket on to a sharp riverbank. Owen was standing waist deep in the water.
‘Dammit, didn’t see it coming,’ he muttered, looking down at his sopping clothes and then picking a piece of grime out of his hair.
The others looked down. The riverbank didn’t so much slope away as drop vertically into the water, and a moment later they realised why.
‘It’s an old canal,’ Paul said. ‘I wonder what they used it for?’
‘God knows. But it’s here so we might as well make use of it. Where’s that boat, Owen?’
‘There.’ He pointed. The others saw it, caught up under a tangle of trees on the canal’s far bank, about fifty feet away. ‘I didn’t say it would definitely float, now, did I?’
To Marta it looked like an old barge, not dissimilar to ones she’d seen rotting along the sides of the Thames. Its hull was a rusty mottled brown, and hanging vegetation draped over the low cabin that stuck up at one end, clogging up its deck with ancient fallen leaves.
‘Let’s get across, see if we can set it adrift,’ Paul said, climbing down into the water. ‘Wow, it’s cold!’
Together, they waded across the canal. It was no more than chest deep at its widest point, the flow of water steady but not dangerous as it tugged at their legs.
Switch got up on the boat first, and pushed his way through the foliage towards where the boat nestled against the bank.
‘It’s tied up!’ he called back. ‘I’ll cut it free. Paul, Owen, help me push it away from the bank. Marta, go look inside. See if there’s some kind of engine that still works.’
She nodded and pushed her way through the low branches towards the door down inside. She felt a brief pang of fear; there was no telling what horrors she might find inside this ancient, abandoned boat. She braced herself for decomposing corpses. She felt quite familiar with dead bodies now, but they had all been fresh.
Behind her, she heard Switch and Owen whooping with delight as the boat lurched under her feet and swung lethargically out towards the centre of the canal. Over them, she heard Paul demanding quiet. Turning back to the job in hand, she found the handle of the little door to be rather smooth, maybe sheltered from the weather. The door wasn’t locked either, and opened without a sound.
It took Martha a moment or two for her eyes to adjust to the dim light inside. When they did, they widened in surprise.
The small cabin was well tended and ordered, like a miniature kitchen-dining room. There was a booth table at the back, complete with a vase holding dried flowers. In the middle was a small stove and beneath it a fridge, humming with power supplied by a generator somewhere. Near the front, set into an alcove in the barge’s hull, was a small bed.
And on the bed, a man of about forty was lying on his side, watching her. He looked like a detective from a film noir; in plain but clean clothes, with his face clean shaven and his hair combed neatly over to the side. He had a thin, pencil moustache that curled at the ends. He raised one eyebrow and cocked his head as Marta gasped.
‘Erm ... I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance, young lady, but it appears that you and your friends have just hijacked my boat.’
 



Chapter Forty-One: Rescue
 
At times, Carl felt he was supporting a dead weight as they headed down into the dark railway tunnel. Jess would walk a few steps and then suddenly slump against his shoulder, making him pause to get her moving again. She didn’t speak much, but she didn’t cry either, and Carl could only guess at what was going through her head. The darkness of the tunnel was a relief sometimes, because it hid the painful vacancy in her eyes. He had learned through her earlier hysteria that the Huntsmen had murdered her parents just two days before, and now with Simon dead Jess had no one left to live for. She had talked about turning her knife on herself, so now Carl was carrying all the weapons just to be safe. It was just talk, though, he knew. Death might free her from the pain, but he knew that somewhere behind those empty eyes, Jess wanted to live, if only to seek revenge.
The driver, upon Carl’s sudden appearance, had stopped the train. As honest a man as Carl had ever met, he had helped Carl carry Simon’s body back into the trees, accepting Carl’s muted explanations, asking no more questions than necessary. By the time the grave was dug and Simon’s body had been laid to rest, Jess had climbed down from the train. Carl had found her wandering in circles, her eyes blank.
At Carl’s request, the driver had taken the train on, leaving them behind.
For a while Jess had lain down on the ground, her body shaking with fever and shock. Carl had kept her warm and tried to comfort her.
Part of him shared her pain, now his own father was certainly dead too, while part of him resented her for taking away his time to grieve. In a few short minutes he’d gone from being the kid with the murdered father to the shoulder that supported Jess’s grief. The world, so bright and easy just a few hours ago now seemed so dark and unjust. Carl had frowned up at the blue sky, willing it to cloud over; willing it to give him some sign that the way things happened was preordained, that life wasn’t just controlled by the stupidity of chance.
The clear blue had beamed back at him unflinching until he turned away.
He had needed to drag her to get her moving. He’d thought to let her say goodbye to Simon before they buried him in the forest, but for the first time Jess had shown a reaction, angrily pushing him away.
‘Let him rot!’ she had screamed, getting up and marching off down the tracks. Carl knew her words weren’t a reflection of her true feelings, but a result of the frailty and loneliness she felt. She had lost him, found him again and saved him. And then, when everything should have been getting better, he had been taken away.
Carl had followed her until she started to slow down, watched her as her legs began to shake, and then caught her as she started to fall. Supporting each other they had walked along the tracks, their shoulders slumped under the combined weight of their collective grief.
He had to find her friends. That was the only way to help her, but by now they should be inside Bristol GUA. There was only one unguarded way in that he knew of, and that was the same way the trains went: through the tunnels. To Carl’s relief, the train had left them only a couple of miles from the Bristol GUA perimeter wall, which began to rise above the trees as they got closer; not as tall as London’s but still foreboding enough. Beyond it, plumes of smoke rose into the air from dozens of industrial holdings, one or two large enough to be visible above the wall. The clunking sounds of machinery grew louder as they approached.
Jess had said nothing as Carl led them down into the railway tunnel, the darkness closing in about them, clammy like cold sweat.
After thirty minutes of walking, they could see nothing but the faint glow of occasional emergency strip-lighting in either direction. Carl figured the tunnel would eventually come out somewhere, but he hoped it was sooner rather than later because back down the line, the rest of those creatures were following.
Then, up ahead, he saw lights.
‘Come on,’ he said to Jess, nestled into his shoulder. ‘We’re almost through.’
The girl said nothing.
They emerged into an old underground station. Carl didn’t know much about trains or city stations, but it didn’t look like somewhere passengers would get on or off, but for freight loading and unloading. There were no seats on the platform edge, no sign that there had once been shops, timetables, or trash cans.
He found some steps at one end of the platform, and helped Jess up. It was a relief to be off the tracks, because another train would be due soon.
They went up some more stairs, away from the platform. Emergency lighting bathed the passageway in a dull orange glow, enough for them to see the dust on the floor, the few footprints where it had been disturbed. None looked too recent, which also came as a relief to Carl.
The passage thinned, and the tiles beneath their feet changed from a sandy colour to a darker grey. There was little dust here, suggesting the tunnel was still in use. It headed off in two directions. Carl chose left.
The passage angled slightly uphill, reaching a sharp corner at the top of the rise. Just as they reached it, Jess moaned and leaned against him, causing Carl to stumble forward around the corner. He was looking at Jess, and he only knew he’d bumped into someone when the other man pushed him away.
‘Hey, you!’
Carl looked up. A man wearing the black uniform of the Department of Civil Affairs stood right in front of him. He looked like he had been in a fight: bruises shadowed his face and one eye was swollen shut. Behind him were two more agents, supporting the limp weight of another man. This one looked far worse. Long hair crusted with dried blood hung down around a bloodied and badly beaten face.
Carl stepped back. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, for lack of anything else to say.
‘Who the hell are you?’ the DCA agent said, and reached into his pocket for something.
‘We got lost?’ Carl ventured. ‘It’s pretty dark down here.’ He looked down at Jess to tell her to run, but the girl’s eyes were open, focused, and narrowed with hatred. ‘You!’ she screamed, as she snatched a knife from Carl’s belt and launched herself forward.
The other man still had one hand in his pocket when Jess reached him. He didn’t have time to scream as her knife raked his throat, spraying blood across the walls. He fell back into the other men, causing them to let go of their prisoner.
Carl reached for a knife of his own as Jess slashed at the nearest of the other agents, opening a wound on his face. As the shocked man reached up to feel for the damage, Jess rammed the knife into his stomach. The agent grunted and fell backwards, trying to pull the knife free.
‘You little bitch!’ the third man shouted, but as he lunged for Jess the battered man swung a fist up between his legs. The agent doubled over in pain and Jess pounded him on the back of his neck. He grunted and tried to punch her, but she kicked him in the groin and he fell to the ground, coughing.
Jess walked among the fallen agents, looking for a pulse. The leader was dead, as was the second man, but the third man was lying curled up and clutching his groin, otherwise unhurt. Jess sighed, pulled the knife out of the second man’s stomach and slit the third agent’s throat with the weary nonchalance of a mother tidying a child’s room.
Carl felt a sick feeling in his stomach as he watched the clinical way Jess finished off the DCA men. Much as he hated to admit it, her actions reminded him a little of Dreggo: cold, merciless.
Jess wiped the knife clean on the shirt of one of the dead men and slipped it into her belt rather than returning it to Carl. The beaten man was sitting against the wall, watching them.
‘Thank you for saving me,’ he said. ‘My name is Ishael. Who are you?’
Jess actually smiled, but it was wild, almost macabre. ‘We’re the Tube Riders,’ she said.
The man’s eyes went as wide as the bruises and swellings would allow. ‘Jess and Simon?’ he asked. ‘I know your friends! I’ve heard so much about you.’
Jess looked at Carl, then back at the man. The strength drained out of her face, and she stumbled back against the wall, putting her hands out to stop herself falling. Carl heard a high-pitched moan, like a distant door creaking. Then, slowly at first and then faster like a sudden flood, Jessica began to cry.
 



Chapter Forty-Two: Cruise
 
‘They built it way back. Heaven knows why, but it goes all the way down as far as Exeter. We’ll be there before nightfall, I should imagine.’
The Tube Riders watched the man who called himself John Reeder as he sat cross-legged on the bed, smoking a pipe. The aroma of tea leaves filled the air, and Marta for one wished he’d put the stuff in a pot and offer it around. The canal water dripping through a strainer on the top of the boat didn’t look so appetizing.
‘Thank you for not throwing us overboard,’ Owen said.
Reeder cocked his head and grinned. A clump of hair detached itself from his neatly gelled scalp and he hastened to realign it. ‘It’s not often I get visitors. Even the government leaves me alone, and how many people can say that? I haven’t moved the Old Rose in a few months, but there’s still enough power in the tank to get you to Exeter.’ He tugged on one curl of his moustache and shrugged. ‘Not that I have a lot of choice really, is it? It’s too far for you to walk. Where are you headed from there?’
Marta said, ‘We’re not sure,’ at the same time that Switch said, ‘Falmouth.’
The others looked at him. ‘What?’ Paul said.
Switch grinned. His twitchy eye flickered like a bird trapped against a window. ‘I didn’t really have time to tell you about the plan. I figured I would when things had calmed down a bit.’
Marta flicked a thumb over her shoulder. ‘We’re taking a canal cruise. Is it quiet enough for you now?’
‘I guess, yeah.’
Paul started to stand, then shot a wry glance at the low ceiling and sat back down. Owen, sitting on the floor in front of the fridge, was the only one who seemed comfortable.
‘Do you want me to leave the room?’ Reeder said with a wry smile. ‘Remembering of course, that it is, er, my room?’
‘Isn’t it called a cabin?’ Owen said.
Reeder grinned at him. ‘I also charge for conversation.’
Marta watched the man as he talked. From the moment she’d burst into the cabin and found him lying on the bed she’d found him captivating to look at, but not in a sexual, attractive sense. He was just so odd, so out of place that it was like looking at a time traveler, someone pulled forward a hundred years in time just to help them.
The barge’s cabin was immaculately decked out in a 1950s style. Black and white prints of long dead actors and actresses hung from the walls. An old, brightly coloured tea set stood on a rack above the fridge, the ancient spider-webbed china cups rattling as they moved through the water. A gas hob balanced a wrought iron kettle. Tucked into one corner, behind the bed, was a jukebox, the like of which Marta had only seen once before, in a junkyard. She was desperate to ask him if it worked.
Rather than be alarmed at their presence, John Reeder had seemed reluctantly excited, like an old explorer pulled out of retirement for one last mission.
‘Uncle told me to head to Falmouth,’ Switch said. ‘He said there was a way there we could get across to France. Didn’t say how, but said we’d get further instructions later.’
‘Where’s Falmouth?’ Owen said.
‘Cornwall,’ Paul told him. ‘Don’t they teach you anything in school?’
‘Ah, you know it’s all censored. Where’s Cornwall?’
‘Cornwall is the south-western tip of England,’ Reeder said. ‘It’s famous for its beautiful beaches, a type of pie called a pasty and was once popular among tourists. Main industries were tin mining, china clay quarrying, fishing and farming. Main recreational pursuits were surfing, moorland walking, and a rather odd style of wrestling, in which the defeated party would be thrown square on his back. These days, of course, most of it is empty.’
‘Empty?’ Owen said.
Reeder pouted and frowned. ‘How would you say? The government closed it.’ He looked around at the others. They were all staring at him. ‘About halfway across, after the moorland ends, they built a fence. Made everybody who lived behind it leave.’
‘Why?’
Reeder spread his hands. ‘Why do they do anything? They have their reasons. Luckily, if we’re heading for Falmouth, we won’t have to go that far.’
‘We?’ Owen said.
Reeder raised another eyebrow. ‘What kind of a hostage would I be if I didn’t accompany my captors to their final destination?’
While they were floundering for a reply, he climbed up from the bed and walked over to the miniature kitchen, ducking his head to avoid the low ceiling. With five people in the cabin it must seem a lot smaller than usual, Marta thought.
‘Now, we’ve got a few hours before we arrive, and you all look a little hungry. Would you like anything to eat?’
‘Hell, yeah.’
‘Thanks.’
‘What do you have?’
John Reeder looked at Marta. ‘Fish, my dear, and a few pilfered vegetables from the GFA. My diet doesn’t vary much. I’m a simple man as you can see.’
Later, sitting up on deck while the small boat whirred along the canal, tall trees rising up on either side of them, Reeder told Marta about his life on the canal.
Downstairs, Paul, Owen and Switch were playing a game of Monopoly on an old board Reeder had pulled out of a cupboard. It was a welcome respite from all the violence and death, but Marta couldn’t concentrate and preferred to be up on the deck, watching the countryside pass by. She’d seen little enough of it in her life, and despite the threat of the Huntsmen out there somewhere, it helped to calm her.
‘It’s an uneasy world we live in,’ Reeder said, sitting on a stool, one hand on the boat’s wheel, occasionally shifting it slightly from side to side. ‘The government tried to compartmentalize everything, but those of us that didn’t fit into any particular vein just got skipped over. No one cared about a young man living on a riverboat. How old are you, Marta?’
‘Twenty-one.’
Reeder nodded, not looking at her. ‘You’ve seen a lot, I suppose.’
She shrugged. ‘Until recently life was just usual, you know? I saw car crashes, riots, whatever. It was all just life. I did what I had to do to survive. It was hard, but I was used to it.’
They had told Reeder a shortened version of their story. They had no choice but to trust him, and he seemed genuinely willing to help.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘your legend stretches far. Even I’ve heard mention of it.’
‘Really?’
‘Many people talk about the wraiths of the Underground.’
She raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that what they say?’
‘They say that the souls of the dead reside down there in the dark, screaming their pain at those who dare enter the tunnels.’ He smiled. ‘Stories get around you know. Even though most people can’t travel anymore, stories still move. They blow from place to place, like the wind.’
‘I’m surprised.’
‘Why do you do it? Why do you “tube ride”?’
The way he said it, as if it was the strangest thing in the world, made her smile. She shrugged again. It was difficult to explain. ‘Why do people do anything?’ she said. ‘Because it’s fun.’
‘But it’s so dangerous.’
‘Yes, it is.’
‘Have people died?’
‘That I know of, five. Maybe there were others, practicing alone. I don’t know.’
‘That’s a lot of death to see. Why didn’t you stop?’
Marta looked around them as the canal bank eased past. A willow tree hung over the water, its nearest branches scraping the side of the boat. So peaceful, she thought.
‘Many did. At one point there were over twenty of us. Seeing someone die, though, it changes things. It sorts out who values life the most. Because the people who value life don’t do it.’
‘Don’t you value your life?’
Suddenly Marta felt close to tears. Hearing someone say it reminded her how worthless she was, how worthless the country had made her. ‘My parents are dead. My brother disappeared years ago. I had nothing else to do. I just … carry on.’
‘How did you get into it?’
‘My brother, Leo, he was the first.’
‘The first Tube Rider?’
‘Yes.’
‘How?’
Marta brushed the hair out of her face and fresh tears out of her eyes, and smiled. ‘It’s kind of dumb, really. He was drunk or stoned, or something. He wandered into the station by mistake. At least this is the story he tells – told.’ Her bottom lip trembled. ‘A train came just as he tripped and stumbled towards the track. Had it come a second earlier it would have crushed him. As it was, it should have killed him, but it didn’t. His coat got caught on something, a hook, a loose piece of metal paneling, maybe. It literally picked him up and pulled him along. He managed to free himself a moment before the train went into the tunnel. He broke several ribs and one arm, but otherwise he was fine. And afterwards…’
‘What?’
She shook her head. ‘It was like he was a different person. He was enlightened or obsessed, one of the two. All he talked about was the trains. He even got himself a job working in a rail yard just so he could study the trains and find out if there was a way to replicate what had happened. He got a friend to help him design and build the first clawboard. Then he went down into the tunnels and learned. He started off on the slower freight trains, practicing until he’d perfected the technique. And then he started to invite people.’
‘Sounds exciting.’
Marta smiled again. ‘Yeah. I didn’t get into it at first because I was the kid sister, you know? He wanted to protect me, so he kept it a secret. With his train obsession I just thought he was some anorak nerd. Then one day I saw him when I was riding the train home. It scared the shit out of me, and I thought it was a premonition of his death or something. I told him and he owned up. He took me along a few days later and I ended up as hooked on it as he was.’
She shook her head, wistful memories coming back to her. ‘Tube riding, it’s like nothing you can imagine. It hurts, you know, when you hook, and the train jerks you away. But it’s a good pain, like when you have sore muscles after a workout, and you can’t stop touching them. And then, when you’re riding, for a few seconds your mind just empties as though the train’s moving so fast you just leave it behind. Then after you brace with your legs you can see the people inside the train through the windows. Sometimes they look back at you, and it’s like looking into a book. You feel like you know everything about them. It’s just … magical.’
Reeder patted her shoulder. ‘Marta, dear. I would love to give it a try.’
‘It’s way too dangerous.’
‘For an old man, you mean?’
‘John, that’s not what I–’
Reeder laughed. ‘You’re probably, right. I’m too old to be hanging off the side of trains. Barges are far more my pace.’
They were quiet for a few minutes. Marta watched as fish jumped out of the water, and birds called from the trees. For a while she leaned over the side of the boat and let one hand trail in the water. Finally, she said, ‘Thank you for helping us.’
‘Never underestimate the kindness of strangers,’ Reeder said with a wide smile. ‘Not everyone has become what the government drove them to. Most people, especially out in the GFAs, are just trying to get on with their lives the best way they can.’
‘They’re the lucky ones.’
‘You could say that. There might not be the violence, but they miss out on certain things too. They can’t travel outside of their particular area. The government pulled up most of the roads, just to make it a hassle to get around. If they are inclined to drive thirty miles on the gravel and dirt tracks for whatever reason, they eventually come up against concrete road blocks. There are no soldiers anywhere, but there doesn’t need to be. It’s such an inconvenience to go anywhere other than where the government wants them to go that they don’t bother.’
‘I’d still like to live out in the country,’ Marta said. ‘It’s just so peaceful. The air’s so fresh.’
‘Yeah, it has that going for it. I don’t miss the cities.’
‘How do you survive out here? Where do you get your food from?’
Reeder shrugged. ‘This way and that way. People know me in some of the villages. I do farm work, labouring sometimes. Odd jobs. In some villages I’m known for the baskets I weave from the canal reeds. Hence the name. John the Reeder.’
‘Is that not your real name?’
Reeder smiled. ‘I’m known by different names in different parts. It’s safer that way. I forget just which name preceded the others.’
Marta could understand. ‘You don’t look the sort to do odd jobs,’ she said.
Reeder grinned. ‘Just because a man likes to look the part in his own castle, doesn’t mean he won’t get his hands dirty when necessary. Like you say, the world’s changed.’
The door opened. They both turned to see Switch coming up out of the cabin onto the deck. He looked around at the trees, his bad eye flickering. When he saw them sitting in the little driving space at the back of the boat, he walked over, looking a little uncertain as the boat rocked along. Reeder was following a course close to the outer bank as the canal arced gradually right towards open farmland. Switch looked afraid that they would crash at any moment, and Marta found it comical after all the dangerous things she’d seen him do.
‘We nearly there yet?’ he said, ashen faced. Marta grinned.
‘Boats don’t move as quickly as trains,’ Reeder said. ‘We’re going about fifteen miles an hour. We have several hours before we make it to Exeter.’
‘Oh.’
‘You look unwell.’
‘Yeah, not feeling so great, eh. Must be all the excitement.’
‘Seasick?’
Switch looked embarrassed. ‘Nah, man. Of course not.’
Reeder smiled. ‘It’s a lot easier when you’re driving. You want to try?’ He pointed at the little wheel and the drive stick beside it.
‘Ah, no,’ he said. ‘Looks way too difficult.’ But even as he spoke, he climbed down beside Reeder and pulled up another stool. ‘What does this do?’ he said, pointing at a black button.
Marta patted him on the shoulder and stood up. ‘Enjoy, boys,’ she said. ‘I’m going to use some of those hours to try and sleep, if that’s okay with both of you. Call me if anything happens.’
Switch ignored her. ‘So this button makes the fucker start?’
‘That’s the ignition, yes.’
Marta smiled as she climbed over the top of the protruding cabin towards the little door at the front of the boat. The canal was leaving woodland behind and weaving out across open farmland. She saw tractors and trailers standing idle in one or two fields, but no people. An image of the Huntsmen flashed into her mind, and her smile faded.
She felt safe for now, sooner or later she would see those horrifying half-human faces again, she was sure of it. How many times could they keep escaping?
As she climbed down into the cabin, where Owen was demanding an extortionate rent payment from Paul, she wondered how long they had left before the chase finally came to an end.
 



Chapter Forty-Three: Family Values
 
Clayton looked down at Vincent’s body as the men zipped it into a body bag, getting one last view of the slash wound across the younger man’s neck. He was torn between the urge to smile at the death of a disliked colleague or to grimace at the loss of an important prisoner. Instead, he just cocked his head and pouted a little, waiting for the results from Jakob, who was hauling a Huntsman along on the end of a leash.
‘Two scents,’ Jakob said at last. ‘A boy and a girl.’
Clayton nodded. That matched the footprints they had found, heading back down into the railway tunnels. ‘The Tube Riders?’
‘Definitely the girl. The dog is straining at the bit. The boy, I don’t know. The dog doesn’t seem concerned by it. It doesn’t make any sense. Who else could it be?’
Clayton nodded again and pulled a radio out of his pocket. He had set the receiver to silent when they came across the dead agents, and now the display told him someone had been trying to reach him. He punched in a frequency.
‘About time,’ came a familiar voice. ‘Where the fuck have you been?’
He sighed. ‘Dreggo. I hope you have news for me, because I have some for you.’
‘What?’
‘I’ll ask the questions. What happened out there?’
‘We lost another Huntsman. Both Meud and Jacul are dead.’
‘I don’t care about the Huntsmen, they’re expendable.’
There was a momentary silence on the other end.
‘Dreggo?’
Her voice came back sharp and strained. ‘One of the Tube Riders is dead.’
Clayton’s heart jumped. Finally. ‘Which one?’
‘The boy. We found his body in a shallow grave not far from the perimeter wall. What do you want me to do with it?’
Clayton rubbed his chin. ‘Leave it. You didn’t see the girl?’
‘She escaped. Some kid from the GFA helped her. He could still be with her.’
Clayton sighed again. Well, at least one was down. ‘Did you find the memory card?’
‘No.’
‘Search the body again.’
‘Why?’
‘Just do as I say, Dreggo.’
There was another silence, followed by: ‘You said you had news. What is it?’
‘Never mind. Just get here now.’
Her reply practically made the radio burn in his hands: ‘Fuck you and every one of the polished turds in your organisation.’ The line went dead. Clayton felt a momentary clamminess on his hands, but as his fingers closed over the little device in his pocket the fear went away. He still had control. She wasn’t about to get it back. But still…
He pushed the thought out of his head. With Dreggo back around at least they had someone who had better control of the Huntsmen. The damn things were constantly on the verge of causing chaos. Part of him wished the Department of Civil Affairs had done the work alone, but he knew the kids would have escaped. The cities were a mess; there were a million places they could hide, and a million people to hide them.
A scent, however, couldn’t disappear so easily.
The phone in his other pocket buzzed.
‘Yes?’
‘Leland? I trust operations are going well?’
‘Like clockwork, of course. You have information for me?’ He recognised the other voice as a man named Robert Wade, one of his intelligence experts from the London branch of the DCA. Wade was a rare man who could be depended on.
‘I have information for you,’ Wade told him.
‘Yes?’
‘Of what help it might be I don’t know, but we’ve followed up your leads and we’ve uncovered the identities of some of these Tube Riders.’
‘Really. Do you have anything interesting?’ Clayton was feeling thoroughly pissed off, and he found it difficult to keep the cynicism out of his tone. All he had to do was catch a group of street kids and he seemed to be starting a whole goddamn war. Already, far too many people had died.
‘Maybe. One of the girls, Jessica Woods … her, um, now deceased father, Martin Woods, was a lower member of the government. Paul and Owen Morton live in a flat in central London which they actually own. The other two, the boy and the one whom you said had a bad eye, we can’t find anything on them. Perhaps they were runaways. However, you might want to look at the details for one Marta Banks.’
Clayton rolled his eyes. ‘Will I, really?’
‘Yes, Leland, I think you will. Get to a computer and take a look at the documents I send you. Something rather unexpected has come up.’
#
Dreggo and Lyen reached the station an hour later. The Huntsman hadn’t said much during the journey, but Dreggo was feeling more attached to the creatures the longer she spent with them. Looking into the still-human eyes, seeing the tortured intelligence that burned there, she could ignore the doglike snout and the raw scar tissue where the two parts of its face had been surgically fused together. They were human still, caught in a government net that offered only death as a way out.
Dreggo saw Clayton coming towards them. At his side were two handlers and behind him came a group of DCA agents. She felt an immediate warning signal go off in her head. Clayton usually came towards her tentatively or with a show of forced confidence. This time, though, he walked with genuine purpose. She put a hand on her hip and felt a knife hidden there. Maybe this time, if she was quick ...
‘Secure it quickly, I want to take a look at it.’ Clayton pointed at Lyen, and the two handlers moved forward.
‘Back off!’ Dreggo shouted. ‘What the hell are you doing?’
‘Don’t worry, we won’t hurt him.’
‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’
‘Stand away, Dreggo. I won’t warn you again.’
She saw the remote in his hand and the certainty in his eyes. With a growl she stepped back as the handlers closed in and secured Lyen’s wrists. They pushed the Huntsman to his knees.
‘What do you want with him?’
One of Clayton’s men handed him an envelope. ‘We just want to try a little experiment. A little recognition game.’ Clayton pulled a sheet of paper out of the envelope. ‘You sure he’s secure?’ he asked the handlers. They nodded.
‘I hope he rips your face off,’ Dreggo muttered.
Clayton flashed a look at her, and uncertainty appeared for just a moment before the purpose returned. ‘Does this one have a name?’
‘Lyen,’ one of the handlers said.
‘How appropriate. Lyen. Lion.’ He looked right into the Huntsman’s eyes. ‘Tell me, Lion, do you recognise this girl?’
He held up the sheet of paper. Dreggo couldn’t see, but Lyen’s eyes stared for a moment then went wide. They flicked back and forth across the paper, and his eyes narrowed in a frown, the wires over his head pulling tight. His lips curled back in a snarl and then he began to shake from side to side. The word that came from his mouth was mostly a growl, but Dreggo’s acute hearing picked it up.
‘Marta…’
Lyen jumped to his feet, wrenching his hands apart, the shackles creaking as they barely held. The Huntsman snapped at Clayton, but one of the handlers activated the leash remote, and Lyen jerked as a shock tore through him. Another pulled a bag over Lyen’s head and sprayed him with something that stank of chemicals. The creature sunk to his knees, his breathing slowing.
‘Clayton, what are you doing to him?’
He passed the picture to her. It was a faxed copy of a family photograph, mother, father, brother, sister. At first she didn’t recognise any of them. Then, as she looked closer, the girl became familiar.
‘That’s–’
‘Marta Banks, leader of the Tube Riders.’
Dreggo looked closer at the other people. The photograph was old; the girl could only be fourteen or fifteen. The boy was older, maybe–
‘Oh my God.’
Dreggo pointed at Lyen, trussed and bound, his face hidden. ‘Take off that fucking bag.’
Before Clayton could protest, one of the handlers pulled the mask away from Lyen’s face. Dreggo looked down on the creature, slumped forward on its knees, its eyes staring into space. Human eyes…
‘Lyen. Lion. Leo. Right here, Dreggo, we have Leo Banks,’ Clayton said. ‘Lost brother of Marta, and if our intelligence reports are correct, formerly a Tube Rider.’
Dreggo couldn’t take her eyes off him. Now that she looked closely, the eyes were the same, as was the face shape. Only the rest, the terrible rest, was different.
Clayton snorted. ‘Not that easy to see the family resemblance these days, is it?’
#
The Governor looked around his ruined room. The array of ornaments and precious artwork lay smashed and scattered across the floor. Tables and chairs were upturned, some of them in pieces. The cabinets along the wall had fallen forward, revealing old, stained wallpaper beneath. A door into an inner chamber had come loose of its hinges, and even the huge bay window had a small hairline crack.
The Governor took a deep breath, feeling the pull inside his body that the power had caused, feeling the urge to continue, to destroy more, to smash everything he could until the power grew so great that it destroyed him, too.
He let it go, regretting its onset but regretting more his inability to control it. Fearsome though it was, his power was unpredictable. He did not know how great its full potential could be, but it had been easy enough for him to seize power, to keep him in control of Mega Britain for more than forty years. It had enabled him to establish a state that barely remembered the past, and to control his subjects through a mixture of fear and misleading promises. And he wouldn’t need it much longer; his spacecraft were almost ready. Just a few more years…
And now everything was threatened by a group of street kids. Power or not, he couldn’t defeat an entire army. His own military was weakened by the transferring of material resources to the space program, and the Huntsmen, together with Dr. Karmski’s other prototypes, while strong, were too few. His hopes had rested on keeping the European Confederation at bay with a series of charades, but if those kids managed to get across the Channel…
He pulled the internal phone off the wreckage of his desk and pressed the button for reception.
‘Get my car,’ he said, in chocolate-smooth tones. ‘I’m going to Cornwall.’
He put the phone back down. He knew from Clayton’s reports that the Tube Riders were heading that way. To what end he didn’t know, but it was time to find out.
 



Chapter Forty-Four: Train
 
Jess was quiet now as they headed down through the tunnels. Occasionally Carl glanced back at her, watching the way she absently stroked the dirty walls, her eyes following the trails in the grime left by her fingers. As they walked, Carl explained what had happened to his father and Simon to the man called Ishael, who turned out to be the leader of Bristol’s Underground Movement for Freedom, an organization even Carl had heard of out in the GFA.
‘I can only tell you how sorry I am for your loss and for hers,’ Ishael said. His voice was muffled; the swelling around his jaw made speech difficult. ‘Too many have died already, but I think this is just the start.’ He in turn had recounted his knowledge of recent events: the arrival of the Tube Riders in Bristol, the attempt of his men to halt the charge of the Huntsmen and their overwhelming defeat, his capture and subsequent torture at the hands of the DCA agents.
‘I don’t know where they were taking me,’ Ishael said, a haunted look in his eyes. ‘But I expected to die.’ Carl saw that the fingernails were missing on Ishael’s middle, ring and little fingers of his right hand, and how Ishael grimaced with every step he took, as if someone had beaten his feet.
Carl had found a radio on the body of one of the dead men and now Ishael held it up. ‘If there was a signal down here I could contact my men,’ Ishael said. ‘I know the frequency, but these walls … they’re just too thick and we’re too far below ground.’
Carl didn’t know where they were going, but both Ishael and Jess were slowing them down. Jess was unresponsive, but to Ishael he said, ‘Can you please try to move a bit faster? The Huntsmen could be on us at any moment.’
The other man gave a pained half-grin, and Carl knew that once, not so long ago, he had been handsome. ‘I’ll do my best.’
Carl had also pulled three guns off the bodies of the DCA men. He had one, while Ishael had the others. Jess had made no response when he’d tried to give her one, looking right through him as though she were somewhere else entirely. Now, Carl held his own in front of him as he moved, even though he’d never fired a real gun before. He imagined it had a far stronger kickback than an air rifle.
They reached another fork in the tunnel. ‘Head left,’ Ishael said. ‘Right goes back to the surface. We have to get out of the city, try to meet up with the others. The best way to do that is to steal a train.’
‘You’re joking, right?’
Ishael shook his head. ‘The government has no heavy artillery. Mega Britain’s army is mostly limited to foot soldiers, some old robots, and the Huntsmen. We don’t know what missiles or other weapons they might be hiding, but there is practically no known air force or heavy ground artillery. So, what can possibly stop a train?’
#
A short distance further on they found a flight of stairs that led up to a loading bay. There they found a stationary train, its trucks standing empty. There were no guards in sight, and they were able to approach the cab unnoticed. Ishael, terrifying with his bruised and bleeding face and clearly at home with guns, hauled open the door, and with a wave of his stolen weapon instructed the surprised driver to start the engine and pull out of the station while Jess and Carl climbed into the cab. As the train groaned to life guards came running, but too late. The train, hijacked by a blond-haired, bright-eyed kid, a man with a battered face, and a red-eyed, mute girl was away.
Picking up speed, they roared out of Bristol Temple Meads station and away through the city, past old, crumbling city centre housing estates and large factories billowing smoke up into the air in great grey-white plumes. The side of the Avon Gorge rose in a wave up to their left, while the city swept away to their right, the apartment blocks and office high-rises poking up into the sky, with only the absence of any reflecting sunlight revealing their missing windows, their abandonment. Ishael sighed and muttered something about how it still looked the same as ever. Having never seen a city before, Carl couldn’t comment.
‘Where do you want to go?’ the driver spat, showing more anger than fear. It had been a relief to Carl that the driver was not the kindly one who had helped him bury Simon.
‘As far away as possible. Cornwall.’
‘The line ends in Exeter but that doesn’t matter. They’re gonna catch you, you know.’
‘We’ll see.’
Carl listened to the exchange with nervous interest. He hoped the driver wouldn’t try anything. For one thing he wasn’t sure how to fire the gun in his pocket, and for another, while shooting a monstrous, murdering creature like a Huntsman was one thing, shooting an innocent person was quite something else. He wasn’t convinced that Ishael knew quite what he was doing, but the longer they were in the train the further they got from the Huntsmen, and that was fine by him.
‘You have a problem,’ the driver said, pointing at a flashing light on the dashboard.
‘What?’
‘See that? It means they’ve switched the rails at the next junction. We’re going to move over on to the other line about a mile further on.’
‘The other line? Where does it go?’
‘Same as this one.’
‘So what’s the problem?’
‘The other line is for incoming. Anything coming along that track is going to hit us unless we stop and go back.’ The man grinned, revealing gaps between blackened teeth. ‘Huh. They must really hate you.’
‘Is there any way we can override it?’
‘No.’
What can stop a moving train? Carl remembered Ishael’s question now, and thought he knew the answer.
Another train.
Ishael’s eyes hardened and he jabbed the gun into the man’s neck. ‘Tell me. Believe me, I am desperate enough to kill you.’
‘Okay, okay, but it’s pretty useless. There’s a manual lever half a mile from the junction. We hit that, the junction switches back.’
‘Can we slow down, get out and do it?’
‘We could, but there’s another train behind us.’ The man gestured towards a side mirror outside the train’s window. ‘We slow down and that one hits us. Good God, what have you people done?’
Ishael punched the dashboard with his free hand, immediately wincing. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’
Carl reached into his bag. ‘I can do it,’ he said.
‘What?’
Carl held up his catapult. ‘I’m pretty good. I didn’t have much to do outside of school, you know. I used to shoot at signs all the time. Sometimes birds and animals, although I used to feel a little guilty whenever I hit one.’
Ishael tried to laugh. ‘You’re joking, right?’
‘Do we have a choice?’ Carl replied. ‘We have nothing to lose.’ He glanced at Jess. The girl’s empty stare followed the tracks as the train rushed forward, swallowing them up. She veered between frightening intensity and hollow emptiness as she battled with what haunted her. He wondered then if she would either notice or care if they smashed headlong into an oncoming train.
‘Do you have a rock or something?’ Carl asked.
Ishael looked around, but it was the driver who handed him something heavy from his pocket. It was a small hip flask. ‘I couldn’t give a fuck about you people but I don’t particularly want to die either,’ the driver said.
‘It’ll have to do,’ Carl said. He wound down the window of the train and leaned out. A strong wind buffeted him in the face, making it nearly impossible to hold the catapult steady with its unlikely ammunition resting in the cradle.
‘That’s it up ahead,’ the driver said. At first Carl couldn’t see what he meant, and then he spotted it: a lever about three feet long, sticking out of a metal box with a flashing red light on the side. It was just like in the cartoons he had watched as a little kid, but damn was it thin, and it was coming so fast he barely had time to aim.
‘Slow the train as much as you can!’ Ishael shouted at the driver.
‘You’ve got to hold my shoulders,’ Carl said. ‘I can’t keep it steady.’
Ishael glanced at the driver, then at Jess. He put his gun in Jess’s palm, folded her fingers over it and turned her hand so the gun pointed at the driver. Jess didn’t react. ‘She will shoot you,’ Ishael told the man. ‘If you make a move, she will shoot you.’
Ishael moved behind Carl and braced himself against the back of the cab. Carl smelt dried blood on Ishael’s fingers as he put his hands on Carl’s shoulders. Carl lifted the catapult, lining up the shot. He’d done this a thousand times in the forest, jumping and rolling, diving out of trees, over walls, aiming at rabbits, foxes, deer. He’d hit more often than not, but even when he missed he’d always get another shot, sooner or later. There would be no other shot this time.
Ishael’s raw breathing tickled his ear as he tensed the catapult, the cradle held in his fingers, the metal hip flask pointed slightly up.
Ready, aim…
He let his fingers open and the little flask shot through the air, momentarily outrunning the train. Then, to Carl’s amazement, it clanged against the lever and was gone, falling into the overgrown grass verge. In a moment the lever was behind him too as the train rushed past. Carl tried to look back to see if it had shifted or not, but it was already too far behind to tell.
‘You got it!’ Ishael shouted, just as a deafening gunshot rang through the cab. The driver gasped. Carl looked around and saw the man fall against the control panel and then slide to the floor, blood oozing from a head wound.
Carl stared at the dead man then looked up at Jess, her steady gaze on the body between them. He gripped the window edge and tried to force his breathing to slow. His heart was thundering faster than the wheels of the train over the sleepers below them.
‘What happened?’ Ishael asked Jess. ‘Jess? What did he do?’
The girl didn’t look at him. Her fingers opened and the gun dropped to the floor.
Ishael turned to Carl. He looked grim. ‘Between you and me we have to figure out how to drive this thing,’ he said.
‘There’s the junction,’ Carl said, pointing through the front window. Half a mile ahead a second line branched off from the first. In the distance, they could see another train moving towards them, at this distance as thin and silent as a snake.
‘I see it,’ Ishael said.
‘Are you sure it worked? I didn’t see the lever move.’
They stared at the junction as they approached. It was impossible to tell which way the train would go, and Carl’s eyes flicked from the rails to the other train and back. He felt Ishael’s bloody fingers digging into his arm.
Ten seconds away, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, threetwoone–
They screamed as the train jigged left, jerking them into the path of the oncoming train. Carl covered his face with his hands, resigned to the coming impact. Beside him, Ishael was shouting out for him to open the door, but his mind failed to recognise the command as the other train thundered towards them. He wanted to shut his eyes, but he couldn’t, just couldn’t, take them off the oncoming train–
–which suddenly jigged to their right, ducking away from them like a cobra vying for an opening in its prey’s defenses, and then it was past them, roaring alongside their train and gone, disappearing in the mirrors behind them as it headed in towards Bristol. Another scream faded away on Carl’s lips. He looked down to see that Ishael’s blunt fingers had left bruises on his forearm.
‘What just happened there?’ Ishael asked, his voice shaking. He had bitten into his already swollen lip. Fresh blood dribbled down his chin.
‘I don’t know.’
‘He lied,’ a quiet voice said.
They turned to see Jess looking up at them, her face still devoid of emotion.
‘What?’
‘That wasn’t a junction override,’ she said. ‘He just wanted you near the door, to give him a chance to push you out. He controlled the junction from the dashboard.’ She pointed at a small computer display. Carl saw red lines on it and flashing symbols which must signify their train and oncoming rail junctions, but it was all gibberish to him. He didn’t even know how to drive a car.
‘I saw him press it,’ Jess said. ‘He knew that the other driver would want to avoid the crash and would open up an earlier junction, which is what he did.’
Carl didn’t really understand. Ishael just shook his head and thanked Jess. The girl said nothing.
‘We still have a train on our tail,’ Carl said. ‘What do we do about that?’
Ishael shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Easy,’ Jess said, in that same monotone. ‘You release the trucks. Block the tracks.’
Carl smiled. ‘I suppose you know how to do that, too?’
Jess pointed at another control screen. ‘This one,’ she said.
‘You were watching him all along, weren’t you?’ Ishael asked her.
The tone of Jess’s voice didn’t change; neither did she look at him.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I watched.’
 



Chapter Forty-Five: Bloodlust
 
Dreggo stood by the canal bank with a group of Huntsmen clustered behind her. The handlers stalked around them like lion tamers, their hands guarding the leash remotes. She was beginning to realise just how damaging the neuro-stunners could be: several of the Huntsmen twitched erratically or rolled on the ground, their faces shielded. One, back at the station, had failed to get up from a series of stuns. The others had watched the assault cautiously, their eyes flicking to Dreggo as though willing her to bid them attack the men who tortured them in the name of control. Despite their frayed, irrational minds, they were beginning to trust her.
She looked at the canal bank, at the scrapes in the earth where the Tube Riders had gone down into the water. Her Huntsmen had checked the other side, and found no evidence that they had ever got out over there. The canal, Clayton had told her, was part of a route built in the early years of Mega Britain as an alternative freight line between Exeter and London, to be used in the event of serious fuel shortages on the railways. Despite his assurances that it was no longer in active use, that there were no boats on it, she knew he was wrong. The Tube Riders had found something to take them away.
The scent had gone, of course. Even Huntsmen couldn’t track through water, but Dreggo had no doubt it would be easy to cut the Tube Riders off. Two Huntsmen were already in pursuit, and unless the Tube Riders had found something with an engine, the Huntsmen would run down their quarry within an hour. There was no direct road that followed the course of the canal, and Clayton’s plan was to get in front of the Tube Riders and lie in wait.
‘You can take them back now,’ Dreggo said to the handlers. ‘Take them to the train station and get your orders from Clayton there.’
‘They went downriver?’ one of the handlers asked.
‘Unless they flew away.’
The man grunted. He barked orders at the other handlers and they started to move off, the Huntsmen clustered between them.
Dreggo sighed. She looked out at the water, and despite the conflict she felt inside she could appreciate how peaceful it was. There was another time, perhaps, another life, in which she would have sat down by the canal side and drifted off to sleep as the sun warmed her face, and the birds sung in the trees. Not now, though. There was too much blood on her hands, too much hate in her heart.
The radio fizzed in her pocket, startling her. She took a step backward as she dislodged a loose rock with her foot and sent it tumbling into the water.
The call was from Clayton.
‘What do you want?’
‘You’ve sent the Huntsmen back?’
‘The others, yes. The two I sent to follow the canal have orders to report any sightings of the Tube Riders or wait in Exeter if they find nothing. I’ll keep in contact with them.’
‘Good. I hope you chose the Huntsmen wisely. I don’t want them going haywire out in the countryside.’
Dreggo thought of the slaughter she herself had initiated in the Reading GFA. ‘They won’t,’ she said. ‘What have you done with Leo?’ She found it impossible not to use the Huntsman’s real name.
‘Nothing. We’re keeping him safe. I have a feeling he might come in useful.’
Dreggo said nothing. On the other end of the line she heard Clayton shouting at someone.
‘Dreggo? You still there? Jesus fucking Christ. We’ve had another setback. Meet us by the gate the Tube Riders broke out of. We have to go by road because the others blocked the railway line.’
‘How did they do that?’
‘Don’t ask. We’ll meet you by the gate in twenty minutes. If you want to make yourself useful, get the Huntsmen to sort out the scrap by the gate. We have a bit of a situation there. A few civilians tried to get out while the gate was down. All the obvious rebels were killed or chased off, but a group of the general populace thought it would take the opportunity to have a goddamn picnic. I want the uprising quelled and the gate secured.’
Dreggo’s heightened awareness sensed an extra tenseness in his voice. ‘Clayton, what is it?’
She heard him sigh. ‘It looks like we’re going to have company. The Governor himself is coming down. He’s going to meet us in Exeter.’
‘Oh.’
‘Yeah. So just get the job done.’
Before she could say anything else, Clayton cut the line. Dreggo frowned. If the Governor was coming, that was bad news for Clayton. She suppressed a little smile. Maybe, just maybe, she might have a chance to take them both out.
The faint sound of a gunshot broke the tranquility of the canal bank, reminding her of the world she lived in. A mile away, just inside the city gate, people were starting to die, and later, perhaps, their blood would be on her hands. With her face set in stone, she headed back through the trees, following the trail left by the Huntsmen and their handlers.
#
Outside the gate, Clayton grimaced. With Vincent’s death, things had started looking up. Now that brief glimmer of hope had been quashed by the news that the Governor himself was coming to meet them.
‘Get ready to roll out,’ he shouted, as his men climbed up into the back of a battered old removal truck. They’d arrived by train and didn’t have time to wait for reinforcements from London so Clayton had been forced to use what road transportation he could find. The underfunded Bristol branch of the DCA had come up with a serviceable land cruiser for himself, but his men had to make do with the hard wooden floor of a vehicle designed for carrying tables and sofas.
The Huntsmen, though, had fared even worse. The third of Clayton’s commandeered vehicles was an old freezer truck with the coolant system turned off, and a hole broken through the back for ventilation. The creatures whined like cattle being sent off for slaughter as they were loaded up and sealed inside.
Not for the first time, Clayton cursed his country’s lack of forethought. Tearing up the roads might have seemed like a good idea at the time, but he was faced with a tough, three-hour drive to Exeter.
‘They’re ready,’ Dreggo said from behind him.
He turned to look at her. Back through the gate, a group of his men were setting fire to the piled bodies of the rioters. Her face was flecked with blood, her expression grim, and he knew she had unleashed the full horror of the Huntsmen. He wondered how she felt now. Most of the rioters had fled, but more than fifty were dead, their bodies torn apart.
‘I guess you could call the gate secured,’ he told her with a wry smile. ‘Blocked with bodies.’
Her single human eye watched him impassively. ‘He will kill you, you know,’ she said.
Clayton felt a flash of anger at her bluntness and his fingers closed over the remote device in his pocket as he took a step closer.
‘Not before I kill you first,’ he said.
‘Those people, and the others, and the ones yet to die,’ Dreggo made a sweeping movement with her arm. ‘It’s all in your government’s name.’
‘You gave the order,’ he said. ‘You’re more of a beast than they are, more of a beast than I’ll ever be. After all, I stand for the principles of this country, such as they are. I live to protect it.’
‘Good for you.’ She turned and stalked away. Clayton watched her climb up into the back of the removal truck with his men.
‘Animal,’ he said bitterly, but as he turned to follow her he wondered whether he should be referring to her or to him.
#
As the truck bumped along the cracked and torn up tarmac of an old highway, Dreggo didn’t look at the men who sat around her, their weapons resting on their knees. She sat right at the back, and as darkness fell outside she tried to let it drown out the pain in her head, the buzzing in her limbs, the low humming of fourteen hurting souls suffering inside the old freezer truck. Killing hurt the Huntsmen too, more than anyone knew, but like an addiction it just drove them on while their souls steadily died. The killing frenzy at the gate had sucked another layer away from the remnants of their sanity. It would not be long before they had nothing left to give.
Dreggo had given no order to attack.
She’d walked slowly back through the woods, her heart heavy, and had reached the gate just as the short battle was coming to a close. The handlers, anticipating her orders, had shocked the Huntsmen into a blind rage and then set them loose. She’d reached the gate to find her charges practically ankle deep in blood.
She tried to close her eyes, but all she could see were a thousand sickles swinging out of the darkness towards her.
 



Chapter Forty-Six: Crossed Paths
 
We’re coming up to Exeter,’ Ishael said, glancing back at Jess and Carl. The girl was sitting in a corner, her chin on her knees. Carl was leaning out of the window, the wind blowing his hair back over his face. Neither should be part of any of this, Ishael thought. They’re both too young. They didn’t need their lives ruined.
‘What happens there?’ Carl asked.
‘The line ends. We look for some other way to continue.’
‘Where are we going?’
Ishael watched him. Carl looked more than tired, and despite the pain Ishael had suffered from the beatings, he knew that Carl was hurting worse. He was being braver than his years, and Ishael wondered how long it would be before cracks started to appear.
‘We’re going into Cornwall,’ he said. ‘We think there’s a way to get across to France from there.’
‘How?’
He wasn’t keen to tell Carl what he knew until he’d managed to speak to William back in Bristol. So far, he’d had no luck with the radio, and he feared for his old friend’s safety. ‘I’ll tell you as soon as I know,’ he told Carl. ‘In any case, Cornwall gives us a better chance because there are no people there.’
‘None? Why not?’
‘The government emptied it. Quite why, I’m not entirely sure, but the rumours cover everything from a military testing ground to a “play area” for government tourists. One person I spoke to years ago said that in Cornwall there were golf courses as far as the eye could see, and barely a soul using them.’
‘Well, I’d prefer that to a military shooting range any day,’ Carl said.
‘Me too. I guess we’ll find out soon.’ Ishael dabbed at a deep gash on his cheek with a piece of gauze they had found in a medical kit in the train’s cab. He’d told Carl earlier that he’d hit his face on the ground after his captors had pushed him. He didn’t know why he’d lied; after all it appeared Carl had seen many terrible things himself, but something about the look in that DCA man’s eyes as he’d dragged the piece of broken glass across Ishael’s face like he was slicing butter, his dark eyes never once flickering with concern or guilt or regret, haunted Ishael enough to set that one aside, cover it over with fallacies and hope it stayed buried. Their pounding fists and kicking feet had been anger and resentment, but the glass, a piece from a broken window, had been pure callousness. Most of his wounds would heal and fade with time, but that one would stay forever.
‘Can you do something for me?’ he said, holding the radio out to Carl. ‘The buttons hurt my fingers.’
‘Sure. How does it work?’
Ishael showed him how to use it. ‘We gave Jess’s friends a radio. We need to try to arrange a rendezvous point. Your contact is called Switch. This frequency should work, but we’re not getting through so see if you can pick up something else. Also, listen out for anyone trying to contact us from Bristol.’
‘Okay, no problem.’ Carl started to fiddle with the radio, but something else caught his attention. ‘Wow! Look at that!’
The railway line made a gradual incline into a copse that stood at the bottom of a gentle valley. Evening was closing in, but the clouds had cleared just enough for them to make out the land around them, all disused farmland, the fields overgrown with shrubs, bracken and nettles.
Beyond the copse, the spires of a tall cathedral were lit up against the night.
‘That’s Exeter Cathedral,’ Ishael said.
‘Can we go take a look?’
Ishael gave him as sympathetic a look as his battered face would allow. The boy seemed to have momentarily forgotten the situation they were in. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he said. ‘Exeter Urban Area is closed off like all the rest.’
Carl nodded to show he understood. Rising up beyond the copse a few miles distant he saw the grey barrier that kept people out of the city – Exeter UA’s perimeter wall. ‘That’s a shame,’ he said.
‘We’re not going inside. Our pursuers may have radioed ahead, depending on what back-up, if any, resides in the city.’
‘What do they do in Exeter?’ Carl asked.
‘Textiles,’ Ishael said. ‘They make our clothes.’
‘It’s clever, really, to put all the same industries in the same place,’ Carl said.
‘I guess,’ Ishael said, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice. Much as he liked Carl, he wondered what naivety was breeding out in the GFAs. ‘I imagine that the idea was to focus people’s efforts.’
Carl looked back at Jess. ‘Are you okay?’
The girl took an age to look up at him, but when she did she nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘When are we getting off?’
‘In a couple of minutes,’ Ishael said. ‘Any luck with that signal, Carl?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Keep trying. Okay, I’m going to slow us down now.’
A few minutes later the train had slowed to a crawl. Carl and Jess picked up their things.
‘Aren’t you going to stop it?’ Carl asked.
‘No. I’ll let it run right on into the station. If Exeter UA has been notified, then a runaway train will certainly focus their attention for a while. Not too fast, though. Enough people have died today as it is.’
Carl nodded. For such a young boy his face looked weary, haggard. ‘Yeah, I noticed.’
‘Okay, get ready to jump. I imagine this is going to be a lot easier for you two than it is for me.’
As he looked up, Jess actually smiled. ‘We’re barely moving,’ she said, and stepped out on to the ground.
‘Yeah, well,’ Ishael muttered, thinking at the same time how good it was to see the girl smile.
Carl jumped down after her. Ishael tapped a new speed into the train’s digital control and jumped down last, landing in a heap just as it began to speed up. He rolled over, feeling the press of a dozen welts and bruises. The train moved away from them towards Exeter UA, slowly picking up speed.
‘Okay,’ he said. Let’s get clear of the tracks. Preferably to somewhere where we can see people coming in case we need to move quickly.’
Carl pointed. ‘Top of the ridge?’
‘That’s good.’
#
The fizzing sound was coming from Switch’s bag.
‘What’s that?’ Marta said, looking around. ‘Paul, can you grab his bag?’
The fizzing noise came again. Paul, still playing monopoly with Owen, pulled Switch’s bag over. He unzipped it and rummaged around inside. ‘God, he’s got a lot of stuff in here! Knives, guns … ah! What the hell? He’s got a damn radio!’
He pulled out what looked like a large mobile phone but with less buttons.
‘It’s a walkie talkie,’ Owen said. ‘We had some of them in school. In science class we used to use them to call each other from different rooms.’
‘Do you know how to answer it?’ Marta asked.
‘Press the red button,’ Owen said.
‘Hello?’ Paul spoke into the mouth piece.
‘Stevie? Is that you?’
Paul held up the phone to Marta and Owen. ‘It’s William,’ he said, somewhat bemused.
Owen hit Paul with a pillow. ‘Well, answer him then!’
#
‘This way,’ Ishael said, leading Carl upslope towards a thin stand of trees on the hilltop. Jess had gone on ahead, and was now sitting with her legs pulled up to her chin, facing away from them. Whether her eyes were scanning the surrounding countryside for the canal or just staring vacantly into space where the memories of Simon and her parents waited, Carl couldn’t tell.
A few minutes earlier they had finally managed to pick up a signal, this one from Ishael’s friend William, back in Bristol GUA. ‘From what William told me, this supposed canal should pass by the southern side of Exeter,’ Ishael said, sounding a little more positive now he knew his friend was safe. ‘We should be able to see it from the top of the rise.’
‘Jess doesn’t seem to be getting too excited,’ Carl said. ‘Maybe William was wrong.’
‘Let’s hope not. We’ll try to get back in contact when we reach the top.’
‘You know,’ Carl said, his voice wistful as he led Ishael up towards Jess, ‘I used to dream of something like this happening. Going on an adventure and all that. Like in a storybook. Except now that I am, I’d so much rather be back at home. Doing homework, even.’
Ishael tried to smile. ‘When you dream of adventure, you never see the blood so red,’ he said.
They continued up the hill. Back to the right Carl could see over the perimeter wall of Exeter, see the rows of houses built on a hillside, the spire of the cathedral poking up from among them. He could see the railway line where it passed through the perimeter wall, could even see part of the track on the inside before it disappeared among the houses. He wondered what had happened to the driverless train engine.
They reached the ridge summit. Jess didn’t look up at them as they put their bags down. ‘See anything?’ Ishael asked her.
‘No water,’ she replied.
Ishael cursed. ‘Damn it, there should be a canal passing by somewhere along here. That’s what William said. Carl, please try the radio again.’
Carl began to flick through the frequencies. Then he had a thought. He stood up, scanning the valley below them.
‘What is it?’ Ishael asked.
Carl turned to him. ‘You said it’s a canal, right?’
‘Yes.’
‘And it’s no longer used?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Canals aren’t like rivers, you know. They take maintaining. A continuing water supply, dredging, that kind of thing. If no one uses them, they tend to go to seed.’
‘You mean–’
‘It could be silted up, overgrown. It could be right in front of us but we can’t see it because there’s no water at this end.’
‘William said the canal went right to Exeter.’
‘It probably does. But that doesn’t mean it can be navigated that far by boat.’
Jess stood up. She pointed towards a line of trees. ‘There.’
A thin line of trees arced through the middle of the valley and then swung around the rise below them, angling in the direction of Exeter. They hadn’t noticed because of the rest of the forest in the valley, but now that Jess pointed it out, it was easy to see the slightly darker green of the fast-growing coniferous trees that had been planted along the canal side. Where they could see between them in places was just a belt of green, like an old forest trail.
‘I thought it was an old railway line,’ she said.
‘Grab your things. We have to go,’ Ishael said. ‘We need to find where the others landed before it gets too dark to see.’
‘The Huntsmen will be on our trail,’ Carl said. ‘Even if we find the others, how are we going to escape?’
Ishael patted him on the shoulder. ‘One problem at a time, please. Come on, let’s go.’
#
‘I thought you said it went right to Exeter.’
Reeder glanced back at Paul as they climbed off the boat. ‘It does. You just can’t go that far by boat. It’s a nice cycle ride, however. In the unlikely event that you happen to have a bicycle.’
For the last mile or so the canal had made a thin course through swampy green water, reeds and other water plants pressing in from either side, leaving only a thin navigable channel in the centre of the canal. Eventually Reeder had docked them at a section of bank he told them he had cleared himself. Beyond it the canal was completely closed off by vegetation.
‘Don’t worry,’ Reeder said, leading them through the woods. ‘You’ll meet with your friends as planned.’
Owen, directly behind him, stopped. He put out a hand and Switch walked into it.
‘Hey, kid, watch out!’
Owen turned to the others. ‘I think we should stop trusting this guy,’ he said. ‘How do we know he’s not been paid off to turn us in?’
Marta sighed. ‘Owen, quit it. We’d either be dead or in a lot of pain by now if it wasn’t for John.’
‘He’s nuts!’
Paul and Switch took one of Owen’s shoulders each. ‘Come on, kid,’ Paul said. ‘We’ll get you some comic books as soon as we can.’
‘Don’t treat me like an idiot. Are we going to walk all the way to Falmouth, wherever the hell that is?’
Reeder turned around. He had a wide smile on his face. ‘He’s a bright one, your brother,’ he said to Paul. ‘Perhaps the rest of you should be less trusting of a kind hand. Something to consider as your journey continues. However, while I might live on a boat, from time to time I need to get around on land. Follow me.’
Marta raised an eyebrow at Switch who just shrugged as they followed John Reeder along a thin path cut through the woodland. Owen stood his ground a while, hands on hips, before giving up and following, cursing under his breath. As he dragged his feet along behind the others, Paul turned around. ‘Don’t get left behind,’ he said with a smile.
‘Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.’
‘Don’t worry, you’ll have more chances to be a hero later.’
Owen just wrinkled his nose and shook his head.
#
They were halfway down the hillside when they saw the convoy. A land cruiser followed by two trucks, bumping quickly along a dirt road that swung down through the valley from the north. Full darkness was less than half an hour away, but still the vehicles had no lights on.
‘We run, now!’ Ishael shouted. ‘The Huntsmen are in there!’
‘Are you sure?’
‘As sure as I need to be! Come on!’
Moving in an awkward, shambling gait that reminded Carl of some of the old men who sat outside the village pub on a Sunday afternoon, Ishael led them down towards the woodland and the dried up section of canal. The road ran parallel along the opposite side of the valley. As they reached the trees they heard the sound of the trucks as they passed by, less than three hundred feet away.
‘Pray they’re shut up tight,’ Ishael said. ‘They smell us now, we’re dead.’
Carl glanced back towards Jess. The girl wore her rucksack on her back, the clawboard sticking out the top. In each hand she held a knife.
Through the trees they heard the sound of a vehicle slowing down.
‘Faster!’ Ishael hissed.
They dashed through the trees, trying to follow the course of the dry canal. Ishael went first, Carl behind him, trying to shepherd Jess. The girl seemed intent on being last, or perhaps the first to die should the Huntsmen capture them, Carl thought.
In front of him, Ishael tripped on a root and tumbled to the ground. Carl hauled him up again but Ishael’s injuries were starting to slow him down. As they moved off again, Jess continued to bring up the rear, eyes scanning the forest behind them.
‘Come on,’ Carl heard her whisper.
Ishael looked around them. They had moved away from the dry canal because of a thicker area of trees. Now, in the falling darkness, he looked disorientated.
‘Shit, which way were we going?’
Carl pointed. ‘I think it’s back that way.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Wait.’ Carl looked around for a rock. Testing its weight in his hands, he threw it hard up into a tree to their right.
With a collective cry a small flock of roosting birds rose and flew off to their left. Carl pointed in the opposite direction. ‘That way is Exeter. Which means the canal is ... over there. Come on.’
As they moved Ishael cocked his head at Carl. ‘Are you sure?’
‘Birds never fly towards a settlement,’ Carl said. ‘Just one of the things you learn from spending the majority of your childhood in a forest.’
‘Listen!’ Jess shouted. ‘Another truck.’
They squatted down low and listened. Through the trees they could hear the sound of another vehicle coming towards them.
‘Do we go back?’ Carl asked.
‘No, we’ll be surrounded. We have to try and get around it before it stops and unloads its men.’
They moved on through the trees, more cautiously now. The ground beneath their feet was getting soggy, so they had to be close to the canal again. Maybe here they would find Jess’s friends.
Again they heard the grumble of a truck engine, behind them this time. They quickened their pace through the trees, swatting aside the low hanging branches and leafy foliage that clawed at their faces.
And then Carl bumped into Ishael, who had stopped in front of him. Jess almost ran into them both, looking up just in time to stop herself.
‘What do we do now?’ Carl said.
The woodland had ended. In front of them an open meadow stretched away alongside the clogged waters of the old canal. To their right the valley side rose, with barely a tree for cover. There was nowhere to hide.
‘We have to hurry,’ Ishael said. ‘If they unload the trucks it won’t take the Huntsmen long to find our scent. We have to stay close to the canal. If necessary, we can wade through the reeds to the other side and double back. Come on.’
They jogged down to the canal side and headed along the remains of what had once been a cycling path, the tarmac now cracked and barely visible through the rampant weeds.
‘They still use this for pasture,’ Carl said. ‘Otherwise it would be overgrown.’
‘A pity it isn’t,’ Ishael said. ‘It would make tracking us just that little bit harder.’
Carl glanced back at Jess, but the girl had vanished. He looked around. ‘Ishael! Where is she?’
Ishael pushed through the weeds into the meadow. He squinted into the gloom. ‘Over there! Good God, what’s she doing?’
Jess stood in the middle of the field, a knife in each hand, facing back towards the forest.
‘Jess!’ Carl shouted, but the girl didn’t answer.
‘It’s suicide!’ Ishael said. ‘They’ll kill her!’
‘She thinks she has nothing left to live for,’ Carl said. ‘What do we do?’
‘We can’t just let her give her life away. Come on!’
They hurried through the grass towards her. Carl got there first, Ishael some way behind. Carl grabbed Jess’s arm. ‘No!’ he shouted, trying to twist her around. ‘They’ll kill you if you stay! They don’t want us alive!’
‘They killed my mother … my father … Simon … it’s their turn to die.’
Carl glanced at Ishael. The other man nodded.
Taking one arm each, they began to drag Jess backwards towards the canal.
They had gone only a few feet when lights appeared through the trees back in the direction they had come from. A vehicle was making its way slowly through the undergrowth, the headlights on full beam now as the last light trickled away over the horizon. The sound of spinning wheels followed the groan of a powerful engine hauling it through the soggy earth, guiding it between the trees.
‘Look, up there! It’s the others!’ Carl pointed. The land cruiser and the two other trucks were negotiating a dirt path down into the meadow. They too had their lights on now.
‘Take out your guns,’ Jess said. ‘We stand and fight.’
‘We’ll be cut down!’
‘There’s nowhere left to run. Better to die with their blood on our hands.’
Carl glanced at Ishael, and saw the defeat in his face. The beating Ishael had taken had left scars more than skin deep. He had found out first hand just how ruthless the government could be. If the DCA took them alive, death might prove a mercy.
‘We might take a couple of them with us,’ Ishael said reluctantly, but if it comes to it turn the guns on yourselves. Don’t let them capture you.’
Carl’s gulped. Less than two days ago he’d been a happy-go-lucky country boy playing in the forest, shooting at signs and birds with his catapult–
‘Wait!’ he said. ‘Lower your guns. Save the bullets.’ He pulled the catapult out of his bag. ‘With this I can take out their headlights, and they won’t hear a thing. Now run at them! Angle right, back towards the canal!’
Ishael dragged Jess as Carl loaded the catapult with a rock he found in the grass at his feet. If he could take out the headlights, maybe the dark would give them enough cover to get back into the woods.
The closest vehicle – the land cruiser – closed to fifty, forty, thirty feet. Carl lifted the catapult and took aim.
Ishael put an arm on his shoulder. ‘Not the light, you’ll never break it. Aim for the windscreen. It will surprise them more.’
Carl nodded. The truck closed to twenty feet and began to slow down. He closed one eye, aimed, and fired.
The rock struck the windscreen and Carl heard a loud crack. The vehicle jerked to one side, the lights swinging away from them, momentarily leaving them in darkness.
‘Now, the canal. Go!’ Ishael shouted as the truck started to come back around. Its lights swept in a wide arc towards them. The cover of the reeds was just fifty feet ahead, but there was something there, something standing in front of the canal, waiting–
Jess slumped to her knees, just as the truck’s lights came around to light up the field around them. Ishael turned to help her up, but she hadn’t fallen. She’d seen the robed figure standing by the canal, waiting for them. Shock had felled her, the fight draining away.
Carl lifted the catapult, feeling utterly pathetic. It was useless against the Huntsman, but the gun was in his bag; he would never get to it in time.
They heard the audio click of a loudspeaker behind them. ‘Stay where you are!’ a man’s voice boomed. ‘Do not move!’
The two trucks came to a halt behind the land cruiser. Glancing up, Carl saw the Huntsman still standing by the canal. Little more than a shadow in the gloom, beneath the hood was a black pit of darkness. The creature started to walk towards them, robe wrapped around its body like some ancient druid. Carl felt his blood run cold.
Behind them, Carl heard the sound of the truck door slam.
‘Well, well, it’s a surprise to see you again,’ a man’s voice said.
Carl saw Ishael flinch slightly as he looked up. ‘Take me, let the others go,’ he shouted. ‘I’ll tell you anything you want to know.’
‘Hmm. Bargaining. Well, considering that we have all three of you already, what makes you think I would consider your offer?’ the man said. ‘Don’t worry. You won’t die until we have your friends. You are meeting them here, aren’t you?’
‘I don’t know–’
‘Oh, we do. We intercepted your radio transmissions.’
‘You bastard.’
The man gestured at the DCA agents pooling behind him. ‘Secure them, get them into the truck. We’ll take cover until the others get here. You, get away. Dreggo?’
The Huntsman by the canal had come closer, its hood hung low. Carl heard ragged breathing as though it were hurt or out of breath. Ishael had told him how these creatures were unstable, how they could tear you apart in a second regardless of their orders.
‘Dreggo?’ the man shouted back at the trucks. ‘Get out here and call it off!’
Ishael put a protective arm around the shivering, trembling Jess, while Carl squatted down beside them. His heart thundered in his chest.
Then the Huntsman by the canal roared, and the cloak fell away. The earsplitting sound of machine gun fire filled the meadow, and for a second before the headlights were shot out of the DCA vehicles Carl saw two men where the Huntsman should have been, one standing tall, another squatted down. A third dashed out from behind them to where Jess, Carl and Ishael had ducked down.
But it wasn’t a man at all. ‘Hurry!’ the girl hissed as the two men sprayed the trucks with bullets.
‘Marta?’ Jess stammered, surprised, the first real emotion Carl had heard in Jess’s voice since Simon had died.
The girl called Marta led them down the slope towards the canal. Behind them the sound of breaking glass and tearing metal filled the air. Then the gunfire abruptly stopped, and Carl heard running feet, together with the confused shouts of the Department of Civil Affairs men trying to reorganise themselves. One shout hung above all others: ‘Release the Huntsmen!’
Beyond the reeds more headlights flicked on, and an engine burst into life.
‘Quickly!’ Marta shouted. ‘Get into the back!’
Carl saw a Land Rover, not unlike one his father’s friend owned, but this one had clearly been tampered with to make it even better equipped to handle the rough terrain. The chassis had been jacked up, the wheels enlarged.
A young boy waiting in the open back helped to pull him up alongside the others. As the smaller of the two men vaulted over the side, Marta punched the metal back of the cab and shouted, ‘Reeder, go!’
The Land Rover bumped off down a thin lane that ran along the top of the old canal, shielded from sight by a thin, reed-filled channel alongside the meadow which they had come from. A moment later it bumped up over the old edge of the canal and began to thread its way through the trees, following an old road or trail. Soon they were out of the wood and on the gravelly remains of a proper road, the Land Rover’s headlights on dip but given additional shielding with metal flaps that hung over the lights, making them harder to spot from a distance.
Carl looked around the open back of the Land Rover as it bumped along. Two men in their early twenties and a young boy sat with their backs against the cab. Marta had got into the front.
One of the men was round-faced, prematurely balding and a little overweight. He wore spectacles and gave Carl a warm, fatherly smile. The other was wiry thin with a pinched, ratty face and short-cropped hair. This one appeared to be winking at Carl. The boy was thinner but clearly resembled the bigger of the two men, although he had a lot more hair. All of them, he noticed, were avoiding looking at Jess.
The girl lay by the edge, sheltered by the raised metal side of the Land Rover, one hand under her head, one hand over her stomach.
Her eyes were closed, but Carl was sure she wasn’t sleeping.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven: Past Lives
 
‘I told you, I didn’t know.’
Clayton glared at Dreggo. ‘How the fuck could you not have known that wasn’t one of yours?’
She shrugged. ‘They didn’t respond to me. I assumed they were too busy following the trail.’
‘You lying bitch.’
‘I guess you’ll have to take my word for it.’
Clayton scowled and walked off. Dreggo gave an inward grin. The two Huntsmen she had sent to follow the trail had taken a detour into a field of sheep not far outside of Exeter. There was nothing she could do to reel them in now. She had to wait until they were done and hope they didn’t find any human settlements to raid on the way.
Perhaps she should have mentioned it to Clayton. He had just seemed so busy …
‘God damn it!’ he shouted, turning back towards her. ‘We have three dead and four more injured. How the hell did this happen?’
He was talking mostly to himself so she didn’t answer. Instead, she said, ‘I’ll send two more Huntsmen to follow the trail. Get a map and find out the best way to cut them off. The radio transmissions said they were heading down into Cornwall.’
‘Yes, yes.’ Clayton looked flustered as he rubbed his head. His eyes were shadows in the dull glare of the convoy’s one remaining headlight, but she could see the stress painted in dark lines across his face. ‘Fuck, how could this happen?’
‘To Falmouth,’ Dreggo said. She’d been awake while a DCA radio operator had intercepted one of the conversations between the men back in Bristol and the Tube Riders on the boat. They’d probably known their open frequency would be easy to intercept, so they’d not given away many details. Falmouth, she thought, could have been a slip brought on by pressure, or a dud to deliberately throw them off, but it was the only lead they had. In any case the Huntsmen would lead them to the truth.
Despite Clayton’s obvious panic at yet another near miss, Dreggo was quite enjoying the chase. The Tube Riders had proven wily, slippery prey, and it would make their eventual capture even sweeter. They were still running, of course, but heading into the open wilderness of Cornwall was probably a mistake. They were running out of land, and there were no active ports in Cornwall. If it was an airstrip they had their sights on, it would be easy to spot and dispose of with the rarity of flight these days. No, the chase was coming to an end, but it had certainly been an interesting one.
Cornwall. Clayton had said it was mostly empty. The bottom half was sealed off by a fence, what lay inside unknown to anyone outside the higher levels of the government. The northern part, from the River Camel up, was still used for grazing cattle and milk production. From the River Camel down, though, Clayton had just shrugged. Empty, he said. Everyone moved to work elsewhere.
She was certainly getting to see the country. The more she saw, however, the more she hated it. She hated the dumb violence of the cities, the blissful ignorance of the GFA people. She hated the way the government had torn up the roads, pulled down the signs. Everything stank of delusional, misguided leadership that was slowly tying the country into a knot. If you didn’t clean or oil or check a car it would continue to run for a while, but soon its performance would begin to wane. Eventually, it would just stop dead. It was happening to Mega Britain, and a large part of her was pleased.
‘He’ll be angry,’ Clayton said, brushing one hand through his thinning hair. ‘We had them cornered, and they outsmarted us. They got away again.’
‘They were lucky,’ Dreggo said. ‘That’s all. One mistake and they might all be dead now.’
‘But they’re not.’
‘Which is why we need to get moving.’
Clayton nodded. ‘Okay. We roll out in five.’ He gestured at one of his agents. ‘You got me that map yet? We need to know how they’re going into Cornwall. What’s the quickest way? Which roads are still there, which aren’t? Be quick about it.’
He pulled another hand through his hair. As the truck with the working headlight began to swing round, Dreggo caught a glimpse of his eyes.
They looked as bloodshot as the Huntsmen’s.
He’s suffering, she thought. Finally, after everything, he’s starting to hurt too.
#
In the back of the frozen goods truck, sitting in the dark a little apart from the others, Lyen’s mind toiled. He had smelled her; she was near.
‘Marta.’
The photograph had sprung a leak in the sealed tank of his memory. Disconnected from his past, he was starting to remember small sequences, images, voices. The girl in the picture was Marta, but who was Marta? He knew her. How did he know her?
What had he been before this?
Lyen listened to the shouts and the gunfire outside. The sounds of violence, of war, and his tongue lolled from his jaws, the need to maim, to kill, rising up inside him.
The other Huntsmen shifted. Hoods fell back, some stood, others scratched at the walls of their prison. Lyen pulled the crossbow from his belt and fingered the mechanisms. How he knew to use it he no longer remembered, but the weapon was as much a part of him as his own hands. He had killed many men with it, and he hoped to kill many more. The blood in his veins wouldn’t run warm without the blood of others on his hands.
Several of the Huntsmen had moved to the door and were pawing at the steel, whining like hungry dogs. Lyen stayed where he was, though, his eyes closed, trying to remember how he had known that the girl in the picture – the girl they were chasing – was called Marta.
#
The Governor’s car, with its enhanced suspension, gave a surprisingly comfortable ride across the countryside, and he looked out of the tinted windows with interest at the towns and villages that they passed. Behind them, the small container truck that made up the second half of his convoy was having less luck, bumping heavily through the potholed remains of the roads, graveled over only on more common routes. It didn’t matter; there was nothing important inside, not to him at any rate.
As always, when faced with the results of his policies, the Governor felt pangs of uncertainty. Had his GFA policies worked as they should? Was production up or down? Had pulling up the roads really helped focus people’s attention on their work?
Until dark shut off the outside to everything but his own reflection, it heartened him to see the bales in the fields, the huge parked trailers laden with grain ready for transportation into the GUAs. He had seen farm workers laughing and joking as they went about their work. At least in the GFAs people looked happy.
Happiness, though, for the Governor, was of no importance other than to maintain productivity. He didn’t care about their state of mind as long as the country still produced, still rolled on, with the end result being the finances for and the tools to build his spacecraft. As long as the country kept producing the spacecraft, and his spacecraft got gradually closer to their goal, the Governor, while not happy, was content. That was enough.
Turning away from the window, the Governor set his thoughts on the task in hand. These kids, these so-called Tube Riders, were running across the country with their proof of the ambassador’s assassination, slipping between the fingers of the Department of Civil Affairs and the claws of the Huntsmen alike. On the one hand he admired them for their resilience, and thanked them for exposing some of the flaws of his system. How easy it was to get out of the cities through the railway tunnels! He had never considered it. And the Huntsmen, his pride, his success, had been shown up as unpredictable, unstable. Clayton had warned him, of course, but Clayton was a fool. Mega Britain ran so smoothly that Clayton had never had more to do than interrogate a few political prisoners. Faced with a real crisis the man was a fraud. It was a shame that Clayton’s second was dead; Adam Vincent had shown ingenuity the older man lacked, but there were others in the lower ranks of the DCA who would welcome the chance to replace Leland Clayton as soon as this mission was over.
The Governor flicked down the sun shade above him and studied himself for a moment in the small mirror on its reverse side. His skin, milky-white, was in contrast to the dark sunglasses he wore. The texture of his skin was coarse and thick, but he was perfectly albino, just one of his many abnormalities but probably the most useless. An inverse effect was that it made direct sunlight intolerable. Vampiric, some might suggest, but it wouldn’t kill him, not in short bursts at least. Merely irritate, at worst burn. It was more the fear of it that kept him out of sight these days, and the memories of the cruel experiments that had seen him exposed to measure its effects. He still had the scars.
All in all, he looked in good health. His face suggested a man in his late thirties or early forties, but Maxim Cale was a hundred and twenty-three years old. Extended life was just one of the many gifts bestowed on a shy, quiet little boy abducted from an innocuous Algerian village in the 1950s and locked away in the dark hell of a Soviet research facility in the wastes of Siberia for almost twenty years.
Night by night the screams had filled the dank, chilly corridors. Stern men in white coats marched back and forth, clipboards in their hands, sharp instruments in their pockets. That little boy was just one of dozens who saw their faces and bodies change with each passing day. As he grew into a man the changes to his body more apparent, until one day they gave him too much power, enough to escape from that icy hellhole just a couple of miles south of the Arctic Circle.
Many years later, his mind now as dark and as murderous as those who had abused him, he went back to that place to uncover the details of what had happened to him. He had found the place in ruins, all the records and artifacts and information taken away.
Where?
Someone somewhere knew, had noted down what had happened, knew where the technology had gone. It took him another ten years of searching, interrogating, and killing, to find out.
Afraid of the technology falling into the hands of the Americans or worse, the scientists had hidden it in the one place they thought no one else would ever be able to get at it.
Space.
The Governor wanted that technology back. He wanted to understand, wanted to know his origins, where his power had come from and why. And then he wanted to make use of it.
Maybe he should use these Tube Riders as his first test subjects. They were clever; their genetics were strong. He could give them power almost as great as his own, and then use them like he did the Huntsmen, turn them into killing machines to brush aside his enemies. All of Europe could fall, and after it, the former USSR. How he so wanted to make them pay for their crimes…
The Governor leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes, enjoying the soft reverie of world domination.
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Chapter Forty-Eight: Respite
 
Marta stood on the hilltop looking east across Bodmin Moor in the direction of London, from where the sun would soon rise. Nothing moved out there, no people or cars, not even sheep or cattle. Reeder had told her they used to run wild, but had long ago been herded up by the people of the GFAs. Now, only rabbits lived up here, invisible among the grass that whipped back and forth like hair in the wind.
From her vantage point Marta could see almost to the edge of the moor, some ten miles east. The open grassland rolled away, punctuated only by a few rocky outcrops and some gnarly trees bent like old men by the incessant wind. It was pretty in a desolate kind of way, with the shadows stretched long across the hillsides, turning the valleys into lakes of dark water. She squinted, looking again for a house, but saw none.
She heard a sound and glanced back. Jess was coming up the hill towards her. Jess’s shoulders were slumped, her eyes downcast. The change in her was as remarkable as it was tragic. Gone was the pretty innocence, the bright, sunny look. Gone, too, was the violent hatred that had replaced it. Now she just looked bleak, weary, her eyes struggling to focus on anything. Her cheeks were pale, and her mouth hung slightly open as though it took too much effort to close it.
‘So little time,’ Jess said, her voice barely audible over the wind. ‘So little time, and they’ve all gone.’
Marta could say nothing to ease her pain. She continued to scan the moorland, half watching for pursuit, half waiting for the sun to show itself above the distant hills. She didn’t want to think about Simon; it hurt too much.
‘I thought I’d got him back … I thought I’d got him.’ Jess shook her head as she came to stand beside Marta.
Marta put an arm around her shoulders. She expected Jess to push it away, but instead Jess leaned in towards Marta like a child might to her mother. ‘I might not have loved him in the same way that you did,’ Marta said, picking her words carefully, ‘but he was dear to me. He was dear to all of us.’
‘I know.’
‘I want this nightmare to end.’
‘No, no,’ Jess said in earnest, and at first Marta wondered what she meant. Then Jess shook her head again, the fervour briefly returning. ‘It can’t end. Ever. Too much has happened. We might win, or whatever, but my parents, Simon … this nightmare will never be over for me.’
Marta looked down as Jess’s voice rose. She felt guilty that Jess had to be a part of this. It wasn’t her own fault; Simon had brought Jess to St. Cannerwells, but Marta knew he would never have made her come. But now Simon was gone, killed by the Huntsman; who was left to shoulder the blame? Her brother had started tube riding, and in the last few days she had graduated, reluctantly or not, to be their leader. The death of Jess’s parents and now Simon should rest on her shoulders, surely?
‘I’m sorry,’ Marta said.
‘It’s not your fault,’ Jess replied, but Marta could feel the emotion behind the words, hear the unspoken second line: but I want it to be. I need someone to hate.
Behind them, Reeder was cooking up some fish and potatoes for breakfast, the smell drifting upslope towards them. Marta welcomed it like an old friend, her stomach growling in anticipation.
John Reeder, for all his eccentricities, was proving a valuable ally. His old Land Rover, adapted for the harsh terrain, and his experience of living on the fringes of GFA society, had been invaluable. Without their chance discovery of his boat, they might all be dead. Certainly Jess, Ishael and the boy, Carl, would be prisoners, maybe all of them. They’d managed to outwit the Huntsmen and the Department of Civil Affairs again, but she wondered just how long they could stay half a step ahead.
It had been Owen’s idea to disguise themselves as a Huntsman in order to trick their pursuers, an idea so simple only a child could think of it. They had gambled that Huntsmen had been loosed on their trail, and that the DCA would be fooled into thinking one had kept with them long enough to appear at the right moment to trap them. Using guns that William had given Switch, again without their knowledge (‘If you get caught, what you don’t know you can’t tell,’ had been his familiar response), it was a case of shoot before being shot while dragging the others to safety. Paul had insisted they just aim for the lights, use the confusion and the surprise to get away, but despite his agreement, Marta knew Switch had aimed straight for the truck windows. Switch didn’t have the same qualms about killing people that Paul did.
Jess moved away from her, wandered a few feet down the slope and sat down on a rock, her eyes drifting across the valley below. There was nothing that could be said to make her feel better, so Marta turned and headed back towards the group.
Reeder had begun to dish out the food and most of them were eating. Paul sat together with Switch on a flat rock, while Owen and Carl were sitting on a tarpaulin spread out by the side of the Land Rover. Reeder smiled and handed her a plastic dish, then set about preparing his own. She looked around and saw Ishael standing alone, looking out towards the west. As she went over to join him, she realised how happy seeing him again had made her, even though at first she had barely recognised him behind the ruins of his face. Whatever horrors she’d seen, the thought of the DCA agents going to work on him like thugs made her sick inside. There was a case to excuse even the human-made Huntsmen, she reasoned, but any man who could commit such atrocities towards another with willingness and zeal was inhuman.
After they had stopped, Reeder, his field skills seemingly without end, had produced an old first aid kit, the plastic wrapping on the band-aids and bandages hardened and cracked with age. Using tweezers boiled sterile, he had reopened the half-scabbed gash on Ishael’s cheek, cleaned it with antiseptic, and stitched it up. Then he had fixed up a gash in Ishael’s scalp where his hair had literally been torn out, dressed his fingers where the fingernails had been torn away and applied an antiseptic lotion to terrible welts on the soles of Ishael’s feet and to teeth marks on the back of one calf muscle. Ishael was at least recognizable now, and Reeder claimed he would eventually look ‘better than new.’
Switch had been next, his knife wound re-stitched and dressed. Jess, Carl and Paul had been treated for minor cuts and scrapes. Only Owen and Marta had so far escaped unharmed.
‘Hey,’ Ishael said, as she came up beside him. He looked down at her food. ‘Eat it while it’s hot.’
‘I intend to.’ She prodded a potato with a plastic fork. ‘I’m, um, glad you made it. We didn’t know what happened back at the station. I thought maybe you…’
‘Nearly.’ He shrugged. ‘It depends how lucky you call this,’ he said, gesturing at his face. ‘Whatever, I owe Jess and Carl my life.’
Marta nodded. She had heard a version of events from both Ishael and Carl, who had told her what he knew of their flight and Simon’s death because Jess wasn’t talking to anyone much. ‘It’s lucky they found you.’
‘It’s kind of hard to say, but if Simon were alive now, I’d probably be dead. I’m not sure how to describe how that makes me feel. On the one hand I feel happy, but on the other so desperately sad.’
Marta glanced at him. His bruises made it difficult to read his expression, but she could guess at the turmoil there.
‘Do you think Jess resents me because of that?’
Marta shrugged. ‘Jess is hurting. We’ve all lost friends and family over the years, but most of us have had time to grieve, to come to terms with it. Jess has lost everyone close to her in such a short time. We’re all she has left.’
Ishael nodded. ‘For years, all I wanted was for the UMF to come out from the underground, blow this whole thing wide open. You know, just get on with it. I never realised how much it would hurt to see so many people in pain. The dead, at least they have closure. It’s the living who are suffering the most. Jess, Carl too. The Huntsmen killed his father, maybe his mother too.’
Marta nodded. She hadn’t had much chance to speak to Carl herself, but Paul had taken him on as a second younger brother. Paul had told her about the attack on Carl’s house. To Marta, not knowing was perhaps even worse. She felt terrible that Carl, like Ishael, had been dragged into this mess, and she knew how he felt; she had suffered with Leo’s disappearance for years. Time could dull the pain, but it could never fully erase it.
Marta reached across and felt for Ishael’s hand. He let her take it, and then squeezed hers in his. Am I safe? she wondered. Can this battered man protect me? Can I protect him?
She thought of Jess, of Simon’s death, and of the pain Jess must be suffering. A sudden pang of guilt struck her. Ishael let go of her hand.
‘What’s wrong? I’m … sorry. I shouldn’t have–’
‘It’s okay. It’s just…’ She couldn’t finish, but his small nod told her he understood. He squeezed her hand again, and she let her body relax.
‘I hope that some good comes of all this,’ he said.
‘Me too.’
They sat on the ground for a while. Marta finished her breakfast. It was good, even though she had let it get cold after all.
Carl and Owen were talking quietly. Paul was eating. She caught Switch’s gaze for a moment before he quickly looked away, not for the first time since they’d rescued Ishael and the others last night.
Surely not … but she wondered. He had saved her life more than once over the last couple of days. In between she’d felt him edge closer to her, as though he had appointed himself her personal protector. He spoke to her in a kinder, less abrasive way than he spoke to the others.
It made sense. They had always been like siblings, but difficult circumstances had a way of pushing people closer. She had no feelings for him other than the same brotherly love she’d felt before, and now as she watched the back of his head as he dipped to eat, she felt nothing new. They were close, but there was nothing deeper there.
With Ishael though, just his presence made her feel good. She found him attractive, too, beneath his bruises. If anything, what he had suffered made her feelings stronger; that she’d come close to losing him before anything had ever happened. Could something happen between them?
Marta stifled a sigh. Maybe, if circumstances were different. On the run from the Huntsmen, homeless, maybe lost, was hardly the time to start building a relationship. In another time, another place, maybe. She swallowed down a lump in her throat.
‘Come on,’ Ishael said at last. ‘We have to get moving.’
Just down the hillside from the camp, Paul, Carl and Owen were washing up the breakfast dishes. Switch had climbed to the top of the rise and was sharpening a knife in the shadow of a crooked tree. Jess stood nearby, gazing out at the view.
Reeder was tinkering under the hood of the Land Rover. He looked up as they approached.
‘Any trouble?’ Ishael asked. ‘Maybe I can help. I know a little about engines.’
‘No, she’s fine. I’m just worried, as always. It’s almost impossible to replace parts these days. I’ve not changed the oil in nearly a year, so the engine isn’t working too great, but our biggest problem is fuel.’
‘You don’t have enough?’
‘I think we can make it to Falmouth.’
Ishael forced a smile. Instead of heading south, Reeder had purposely taken them far further north-west than necessary in order to gain some time on the government men. The DCA’s vehicles couldn’t cover the ground so fast, and if they were using the Huntsmen to track them on foot, every mile opened up the gap further. Of course, they knew the DCA had intercepted their radio broadcasts, so there was a good chance the government would head straight for Falmouth to cut them off. However–
‘We need to change course,’ Ishael said. ‘We’re not going to Falmouth.’
Reeder raised an eyebrow. ‘Are we not?’
‘No. We knew they might listen to our radio transmissions. We had to throw them off. We need to go further south-west than that.’
‘Where?’
‘Lizard Point. It’s a rocky outcrop into the English Channel. You know it?’
Reeder looked grim. ‘Yes, I know where you mean.’
‘Do we have enough fuel to make it?’
‘What do you need there?’
Ishael took a deep breath. ‘There’s a tunnel there.’
‘A tunnel?’
Ishael nodded. ‘It was built back in the days before Mega Britain. It was originally planned as a second public tunnel to France, but the government changed its plans and downgraded it to trade and military uses only. Then, during the coup, the remnants of the old military sealed over the entrance. A few years ago, we broke into an old government bunker in Bristol. We stole some plans, hoping to find out more about the perimeter walls. Among them, we found details of the tunnel.’
Marta stared open-mouthed. ‘You mean–’
Ishael nodded. ‘That’s how we’re getting you to France.’ He smiled. ‘We’re going underground.’
Marta started to speak, but John Reeder lifted a hand. ‘Wait, don’t get carried away, young revolutionary. I have a few more years on you, my friend. I remember hearing of that tunnel. The government never finished it. Got about halfway in, and then the coup came.’
Ishael shook his head. ‘That’s what everyone thought. The old government didn’t finish it. The French did.’
‘Now, how on earth did you figure that out? Where’s your proof?’
‘It was in the contract drawn up between the two countries. The British and the French were both to drill to the midpoint. The British finished their section before the coup, but sealed up the entrance to hide the tunnel’s existence.’
‘Are you sure they didn’t destroy it entirely?’
‘No. The plans we stole weren’t the originals, they were plans updated by Mega Britain Officials. In a footnote it was stated that the tunnel had potential as a future invasion route to Europe, should the need arise.’
‘They were going to finish it off and send an invasion force over to France?’ Reeder scoffed. ‘That’s ridiculous.’
Ishael nodded. ‘I don’t think they ever planned to do it. They were just acknowledging the tunnel’s potential.’
Marta touched his arm. ‘How do you know the French finished it?’
Ishael looked at her, and then back at Reeder. Behind the bruises his eyes looked a little uncertain. ‘We have strong reason to believe that the French would have kept their part of the bargain for the same reason.’
Reeder slapped a hand against his forehead with a resounding snap. He rolled his eyes. ‘“Strong reason to believe”? So, you don’t know.’
Ishael cocked his head. ‘We’re about eighty percent sure.’
‘That’s just a number, my friend. Ninety-nine percent won’t be enough if that tunnel proves to be a dead end. In the event we make it that far, it sounds like a coffin to me.’
‘The ports are all sealed or closed. There’s not an inch of water within three miles of the coast that’s not covered by machine guns. It’s our only chance.’
‘But it’s not much of one! You’d be better off setting up a couple of gun outposts and trying to pick them off as they surround us. It’s crazy.’
‘I think it’s worth a try. If we get there with enough of a head start, we’ll have time to turn around and get away if it doesn’t work out.’
Reeder didn’t look amused. ‘Let’s assume this tunnel is complete. That’s the least of your problems. You do know it’s behind the Fence, don’t you?’
Ishael nodded. ‘The sealed section of Cornwall. The area reserved for government officials to take a little holiday.’
Reeder laughed. ‘Is that what you think? Is that really what you think?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I take it you’ve never been as far as the Fence?’
Marta said, ‘What’s behind it?’
Reeder nodded towards the Land Rover. ‘Get everyone on board. It’s time to leave. As for that accursed fence, my friend, in a couple of hours you’ll know exactly what’s behind it, and I’m afraid you’re not going to like it one bit.’
 



Chapter Forty-Nine: Menace
 
Clayton scowled through the broken windscreen as the sun began to rise behind them, bathing the dirt track they were traveling along in pale sunlight. After more than three hours of laboured progress along the thin, overgrown lanes, the land cruiser’s battered suspension and the cold early morning air were starting to get to him. Dreggo’s Huntsmen were still tracking the Tube Riders’ scent, while his men had been searching maps to try to find shortcuts to reduce back their quarry’s time advantage. The Tube Riders’ single vehicle could move much faster over the terrain, so only by second guessing them would Clayton’s men haul them in. The problem was that half of the roads on the map were overgrown or otherwise impassable. They had been forced to backtrack several times, and all the while the Tube Riders got further and further ahead.
A small force had been dispatched to Falmouth to cut the Tube Riders off, but as Clayton had suspected, the scent trail was leading away from there, angling much further north. Falmouth was most likely a decoy, a town spat out at random in an attempt to buy them some time. Fortunately for Clayton’s men, though, the Tube Riders were running out of places to go. Deep into Cornwall now, Clayton had ordered fresh reinforcements from London to move in and cut off the major routes out of the area, should the Tube Riders and their little band try to double back. They were heading for the sea. There were no active ports in Cornwall, neither were there any air strips. It occurred to Clayton that the resistance force they had battled in Bristol might have an ocean-equipped vessel hidden away somewhere in an abandoned fishing port, but it was unlikely. Even if they could get out to sea, the government’s coastal defenses would easily pick them off.
Beside him, Dreggo twisted. He had brought her up to his vehicle in order to more quickly relay his instructions to the Huntsmen, but it made him nervous to have her so close. It was difficult to concentrate with one hand pressed into his pocket, fingering the little remote that would screw up her nervous system.
She looked at him and pouted. ‘Are we there yet?’
‘Shut up.’
Dreggo grinned and glanced out of the passenger window at an overgrown field they were passing. ‘Where are all the people?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘I’m sure you do but you can’t be bothered to tell me.’
‘That’s right.’
Dreggo leaned her head against his shoulder, close enough that he could smell the distinctly metallic odor of the inserts in her face and head. He tensed, and saw her smile as a result. ‘You know, Mr. Clayton,’ she began in a childish, saccharine-soaked voice, ‘if I didn’t hate you with every inch of my body, and desire your death with every part of my will, I would probably find you attractive. In a grandfatherly kind of way.’
‘I appreciate the compliment.’
‘I would probably sleep with you, if I thought I could bring myself to touch you without wanting to tear you apart.’
‘Give it a rest, would you?’ Clayton tried to shift away, but the gearbox and the driver’s seat blocked his escape.
‘I haven’t been with a man – willingly – in a long time, Mr. Clayton. Even though the pond scum you work with filled me up with bits of metal, underneath it all I’m still a woman. I’m a woman with needs.’
Clayton scowled at her. ‘Just shut up, will you?’
Dreggo looked about to reply when a crackle of static burst from the car’s internal radio.
Clayton leaned forward. ‘What is it?’ he barked.
‘Mr. Clayton…’
Even Dreggo shivered at the sound of the Governor’s voice. Clayton glanced at her before he answered. ‘Sir? Yes, sir?’
‘I trust you cannot yet confirm the capture of the Tube Riders?’
‘Sir, I–’
‘I thought not. Clayton, your incompetence is beginning to annoy me.’ Beside him, Dreggo smiled.
‘Sir–’
‘It appears you have developed a stutter. I suggest you put your breath to better use by more accurately briefing your men. In the meanwhile, we will rendezvous at Fence Checkpoint Three in approximately two hours. I assume you have surmised that the Tube Riders plan to go inside?’
‘They won’t get far, sir.’
‘You told me that back in London, and you told me that from Bristol, yet here we are taking a vacation in Cornwall with an unnecessary trail of bodies behind us.’
The radio clicked off. Clayton glared at it.
‘Sounds like you’re in trouble,’ Dreggo said.
‘Shut up.’
‘You know,’ she said, voice suddenly turning serious. ‘We could start a revolution of our own.’
‘What?’
‘The Governor is coming to Cornwall. He’ll be unguarded. We have your men, and the Huntsmen–’
Clayton lifted a hand. ‘You talk of treason. I should kill you for those words.’
‘Do it, I dare you. But with my last command to the Huntsmen I will order your death.’
Clayton’s eyes narrowed. ‘There’s not time.’
With a slow smile Dreggo lifted a hand and touched her forehead. ‘It’s already done.’
‘You bitch.’
Dreggo reached out and touched his knee. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I control the Huntsmen, Clayton. Through a little kinship and a lot of cruelty on behalf of your men, they trust me. We have enough to practically sack London. We can fight him.’
Clayton shook his head with resignation. ‘You have no idea what the Governor can do.’
Dreggo fingered a piece of metal that protruded from her upper arm and bent over her shoulder as a kind of armour. Where it passed through the skin was a stretchy plastic membrane that had been fused with her skin tissue and melded to the metal. She reached out and put her fingers on the truck’s dashboard, pressing against the plastic. For a moment she appeared to strain and nothing happened. Then Clayton heard a creak and a fracture opened up in the plastic. His eyes widened. It would have taken a hammer to do the same amount of damage.
‘I’m pretty sure I can imagine,’ she said, wiping sweat from her hand off on to her shirt.
‘You can’t imagine it,’ Clayton said, regaining his composure. ‘Unless you’ve seen it.’
Dreggo closed her eyes. ‘Well, pretty soon I’ll have a chance to, won’t I?’
 



Chapter Fifty: Breaking and Entering
 
Reeder stopped the Land Rover on top of the rise. Ahead of them the dirt trail headed down into the valley, snaking through abandoned, overgrown farmland and into a thin thicket of woodland which spread across the valley floor. They could see it again as it broke out of the copse, angling up the hillside to where it ended at a small car park, a low brick building at its rear. A short distance beyond the building they could see a tall fence that stretched away for as far as they could see in either direction.
‘Is there anything they haven’t fucking enclosed in this country?’ Switch said, climbing out and spitting on the ground. ‘What the hell is behind this one?’
Reeder climbed out beside him and lifted a pair of binoculars to his eyes. He scanned back and forth. ‘There. There’s one.’
Ishael had climbed out beside Switch. Paul, Owen and Carl had jumped down from the back. In the front, Marta and Jess were both sleeping, their heads close together.
‘What is it?’
Reeder handed the binoculars to Switch. He pointed towards a stand of trees on the slope just beyond the fence. ‘Look there, just to the right of those trees.’
Switch put the binoculars to his eyes and scanned back and forth. ‘I don’t see anything…’
‘Use the button here to focus it.’ Reeder tapped the top of the binoculars.
‘Ah, okay, got it. There! What the fuck is that?’
‘What is it?’ Ishael asked.
‘It looks like a man. Sitting down, head slumped over. Is he dead?’ He passed the binoculars to Ishael and glanced back at Reeder.
‘He’s not dead,’ Reeder said. ‘Just resting.’
‘I thought there were no people in there,’ Ishael said.
‘It’s not a man. It’s a Mistake.’
‘No,’ Ishael said. ‘He lifted his head. It’s definitely a man.’
Reeder shook his head as Ishael passed the binoculars first to Paul then Owen and Carl in turn. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said. ‘That’s what people call them. Mistakes.’
‘Mistakes?’
‘They used to bring them down here in truckloads. These days, so I’m told, they come in trickles rather than floods. Their experiments must be improving.’
Owen said, ‘That’s not a man. His face isn’t right. It’s furry, like a dog. Like one of those things. Are there more of them in there?’
John Reeder nodded. His face, smooth and youthful when they first met him, was now etched with worry lines. Even his neatly curled moustache had bent out of shape. He looked to have aged ten years overnight.
‘Them, and worse, maybe,’ he said. ‘In varying states of repair. What you see before you, gentlemen, is Mega Britain’s live experiment junkyard. In every failed experiment, if the test subject doesn’t die, it ends up here.’
Switched cursed under his breath and looked around at the others. Paul took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, while Carl sat down on a rock and ran a hand through his hair. Ishael’s face was unreadable, while Owen lifted the binoculars and swung them back and forth across the far hillside.
‘So to get to this tunnel we have to get through a whole country of fucking broken down Huntsmen?’ Switch said. ‘This just gets worse.’
Ishael pointed. ‘I saw a sign on the gate saying Fence Checkpoint Three. Is it manned? I don’t see anyone.’
Owen swung the binoculars round. ‘Can’t see any vehicles, but that building is quite big. There could be a garage or something round the back. There’s another one. Leaning against the fence. They gonna cause us any problems?’
Reeder shrugged. ‘They might do. I don’t know.’
Can we get through that fence somewhere else?’ Ishael asked. ‘Cut through?’
‘It’s electrified.’
‘It can’t be,’ Owen said. ‘That bastard creature is leaning against it!’
‘Maybe it’s dead,’ Paul said.
‘It was moving!’
Reeder gave the others a wry smile. ‘Quite possibly it’s feeding. Let’s not think about it too much. Hopefully it’ll leave us alone.’
They went back to the Land Rover. Reeder turned them around and they backtracked down the hill before turning right and cutting through the fringes of the forest. Soon they were deep into the trees. Reeder slowed the Land Rover down and jagged the vehicle back and forth, following a route close to the road up to the checkpoint but just out of sight. A short way back from the edge of the copse, Reeder pulled the Land Rover to a stop and they climbed out.
‘We have to go up there and see if the gate is guarded,’ Reeder said. ‘If it is, we then need a way to get through.’
‘I’ll go,’ Switch said. He handed a gun to Paul. ‘Paul can come as lookout.’
‘I wanna come too!’ Owen said.
‘Stay here, kid,’ Paul said, patting his brother on the shoulder. ‘They’ll be plenty of fights for you yet.’
Owen scowled, but didn’t try to follow as Paul and Switch headed through the copse towards the building. As it appeared through the trees they could see it was bigger than they had first realised. At least the size of a small bungalow, the featureless concrete building hung low to the ground. There was an entrance in the front wall, and what looked like a window. There was no way from their angle to tell if there was a garage around the back or not.
At least fifty feet of open, grassy hillside separated the trees from the building. With the exception of some patches of longer grass there was almost no cover.
‘This would be a whole lot easier at night,’ Paul said.
‘We don’t have time. They’ll have caught us by then.’
Paul looked at his watch. It was 6.40 a.m. It was only going to get lighter, and Paul felt like he’d been awake forever, despite catching a couple of hours sleep while they traveled. Their only hope was that the checkpoint hadn’t been alerted to their approach.
Switch pointed left. That way the hillside dipped more, giving them more cover. ‘We can get closer to the fence, come in from the side.’
Paul fingered the gun Switch had given him. He didn’t want to use it; he hoped the checkpoint was deserted. Switch, though, in front of him, carried a knife in each hand, his whole body tensed, ready for immediate action. Paul wondered how much of this Switch thought was real, and how much was a game.
Switch went ahead, dropped in a crouch, inching up the slope towards the blank side wall of the building. There was no sign of any security cameras or lookout points. The whole place had an air of neglect and abandon.
‘Cover me,’ Switch hissed without looking back. Paul held the gun out in front of him as Switch rose up and ran low towards the side of the building. Paul, hands shaking, pointed the gun at the roof, at the corners, everywhere except at Switch.
Switch ducked down by the wall. He waved Paul forward. Paul steeled himself, then jumped up and dashed across the open space to join Switch at the wall. Breathing hard, heart pounding, he looked back at the trees. The others were out of sight.
‘Round the back,’ Switch whispered, the hint of a smile on his lips.
Without waiting for Paul, Switch dropped to a crouch again and moved quickly along the featureless side wall of the building. They had seen the door on the other side, but here there was nothing, no doors, windows, or vents. Paul just prayed it wasn’t the entrance to an underground bunker, one housing a whole garrison of men.
‘There’s a way in,’ Switch said, disappearing around the corner.
When Paul followed, he saw Switch standing at the entrance to a parking garage. Inside, an army-camouflaged jeep was parked at the back. The window was down. Switch leaned inside and pulled a set of keys out of the ignition. He held them up to Paul and grinned.
‘Just got ourselves another ride.’
‘Let’s just get on with this.’
Switch nodded and slipped into the shadows at the back. Paul heard a door click open.
‘Through here,’ Switch said. ‘Hardly big on their security, eh?’
‘They probably don’t get many guests.’
Paul followed Switch into a thin, grey corridor. Several doors branched off, all of them shut. At the end, a double door loomed. Above it, a sign announced: Control Centre.
Switch ducked down by the door. Paul stayed further back down the corridor, the gun covering Switch as the little man reached up and pulled down the handle. The door inched inwards.
Switch glanced back at Paul and waved him forward, one finger to his lips. Paul hesitated just a moment then crept up to the door. Switch pointed at the gun, then at his own back. Paul tried to glance inside, but the room was dark, and all he could see from this angle was the black metal edge of a table.
Switch gave the knives a little shake then slipped through the door.
#
With Paul covering his back, Switch crept forward towards the low sofa at the front of the room. Ahead of it, he could see the top of a television set, switched off. On the sofa, judging from the neatness of their haircuts, were two men; the tops of their heads all he could see. He moved towards the centre of the room, arms out wide, knife blades glistening. He would take them both at once, before they even knew he was there.
One of them shifted, and for a second Switch saw the top of a book. From the posters on the walls and the small kitchen units to his left he knew this was a recreation room. Did that mean there was a guard on duty somewhere else? He knew silence was his best weapon. If one of them saw him, he and Paul would have a real fight on their hands.
He crept closer, just a couple of feet from the sofa’s back now. He lifted his arms wider, the knives ready to arc in and slice the guards’ throats. He prayed his feet didn’t slip.
‘Hey!’
Switch jerked forward at the sound of a voice behind him, knives slashing. The man on the left was too slow. Switch raked the knife across his throat and felt warm blood wash over his hand.
The other man, though, was quicker, the blade catching just strands of hair as he rolled forward on to the floor. Behind him, Switch heard a dull thud followed by a grunt from Paul.
He turned to see a man by the door, wearing loose grey clothes that could have been pajamas. His eyes looked sleepy but his hand was strong as he slammed a fist into Paul’s face, sending Paul sprawling forward, his glasses spinning away across the floor. The man reached for a rifle standing near the door. Switch glanced back at the third man, saw him now at the back of the room, reaching for a gun holster hung on the wall. He tried to get around the sofa but the man was too fast. The handgun trained on him.
‘Who the fuck are you?’ the man by the door said, his rifle moving back and forth between Switch and Paul, who was crawling across the floor, blood dripping from his nose. ‘Drop your knives, kid.’
‘Jesus, Matt, he killed Ray,’ the other man said, in a voice that revealed that he was a she, her hair cut short in a crewcut.
‘Oh fuck, oh fuck,’ the man said, rubbing his free hand through his hair, messy from sleep. ‘I get up to this…’
Switch backed away against the wall, hands in the air.
‘Drop the fucking knives you jippy-eyed little prick!’ the woman shouted.
Switch did.
‘What do we do now?’ the one called Matt said, his rifle trained on Switch. Paul was crawling across the floor, patting the carpet as he looked for his glasses. Switch had never seen him left blinded before. He had no idea how well Paul could see.
‘Ray’s dead! I say we return the favor!’
‘My glasses…’
‘Shut up!’ Matt stepped forward and stamped on Paul’s glasses, crunching them underfoot. ‘Kelly, you do it.’
‘A pleasure. You’re first, you squinty little bastard.’
As Kelly cocked her gun, Switch was sure he’d run out of luck this time. She was too close to miss.
But it was Paul who moved first. Crawling on the floor just a couple of feet from Matt, he lunged forward and grabbed the barrel of the gun, jerking the butt backwards into Matt’s groin. The big man grunted and doubled over. Paul twisted the gun in the direction of Kelly and pulled the trigger.
The bullet hit Kelly in the chest and she staggered backwards into the wall, dropping to her knees. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open in an expression of shock and dismay. Then she tumbled forward, head striking the floor with a sickening crunch.
Paul looked back at Matt and rammed the butt of the gun into the man’s dumbstruck face.
‘That’s for my glasses,’ he said through gritted teeth, as Matt grunted and fell to the floor.
Switch jumped across the sofa and took the gun out of Paul’s hands just before Paul dropped it, his arms going limp, the wall holding him up as he stumbled a few steps backwards.
The smell of blood filled the air, thick and pungent. One of the two dead guards, Kelly or Ray, had vacated their bowels on death, the stench of feces mixing with the smell of blood.
‘You all right, Paul?’ Switch said, touching his friend’s shoulder. Your glasses, man.’
Paul, recovering his composure, shook his head. He gave a wry smile. ‘I knew that ruse would come in handy someday. They’re fakes. I’ve never needed them. Signs of vulnerability came in handy in my line of work.’
Switch grinned. ‘Sly bastard. I’m impressed.’
‘Yeah.’ Paul was staring at Kelly’s corpse.
‘Get up,’ Switch said, nudging Matt with his foot. ‘Get back against the wall, hands in the air.’
The man did as he was told. ‘Look,’ he pleaded. ‘Don’t kill me, okay? I’ve got kids. Take whatever money you can find, take the guns, the jeep, whatever. Just don’t hurt me.’
‘We need you to open the gate,’ Switch said. ‘We need to get inside.’
Matt’s eyes widened. ‘What the hell do you want to do that for? You do know what kind of people live in there?’
Switch lifted the gun. ‘That’s our business.’ He cocked the rifle with an efficient flick of his finger, like a veteran assassin lining up another kill. ‘My friend here has a conscience; just look how he reacted to killing your friend. But I don’t. I’ll kill you like a pig without a second thought.’ He took a step forward. ‘Your choice,’ he said.
‘In the control room,’ Matt said, one shaking arm lifting towards the door.
‘Take us there. And remember, move too quick and you’re fucking dead. We’ll find it ourselves.’
Matt moved off down the corridor, hands still in the air. ‘Get the others,’ Switch told Paul. ‘Bring them up here.’ He turned back towards Matt, who had reached a door further down the corridor. The guard looked back. ‘In here, all right?’
‘Go inside. Slowly.’
#
Paul glanced back at the bodies on the floor behind him as Switch followed after Matt. Ray’s body did little to him, but at the sight of Kelly his legs turned to jelly and he had to grip the edge of a table for support.
He had killed her.
He’d never killed anyone before. A bluffer not a fighter, he’d kept himself and Owen alive using whatever means he could to keep them fed and safe. Never before had he aimed a gun at someone with the intent to kill. Even if he’d missed, his heart would have hung heavy, but with Kelly dead, it was far worse. He felt like someone had driven a bore down through his spine and ripped out his soul. All he wanted to do was lie down and close his eyes, but he didn’t have time. Switch needed help, and the demons in his head were nothing compared to those on their trail.
Outside, the cool air felt sticky against his face. Paul found himself gasping for breath, his hands on his knees. Looking up through eyes blurring with tears, he saw a group of people running towards him.
‘Paul?’ Marta said. ‘Paul, are you all right?’
‘Where are your specs, bro?’
Paul squeezed his eyes shut and wiped a hand across his face. He thought of all those who had died because of them, and all those who might die yet. Their lives won’t be wasted. They can’t be.
‘We killed two guards,’ he said. ‘We took a third prisoner. Switch is getting him to open the gates.’
‘Where?’ Ishael asked.’
‘Go around the back and in through the garage.’
Ishael hurried off, followed by Reeder. Paul forced a smile. ‘I lost my glasses,’ he said to the others. ‘Never really needed them, so doesn’t matter anyway.’
Marta gave him a strange look. I’ve actually impressed her, he thought.
He glanced at the building, just as a muffled gunshot came from inside. Reeder hadn’t yet reached the building, but they stopped and looked at each other.
Marta started after them. ‘Oh God, Switch–’
They heard a door slam. Paul felt at his waist for his gun, but somewhere he must have lost it. ‘Get cover–’
‘Hey.’
‘Switch!’
The little man stood behind them all, around the front of the building. ‘The main entrance is around this way. Quickly, we need to load up their food and weapons.’
‘The gate?’ Reeder said.
‘I know the controls. It’ll be open shortly.’
‘Where’s the guard?’ Paul asked.
Switch’s eyes were hard as he said, ‘No loose ends.’
Paul gulped.
None of the others said anything as Switch went back inside. Paul exchanged a glance with Marta, whose bottom lip was trembling. Jess looked as cold as Switch. Carl and Owen just looked tired.
After a few moments they turned and headed back towards the Land Rover in the forest, leaving Switch alone to operate the gate. As Paul climbed up into the back with Owen and Carl they heard a low humming noise. The Land Rover’s engine covered it for a few seconds until they were out of the woods and moving up the slope to the checkpoint.
The gate stood open. Switch was outside, the rifle in his hands. Reeder pulled up alongside him and leaned out. ‘Jump in.’
Switch shook his head. ‘I’ll close the gate then bust up the lock mechanism. It’ll buy us some time.’
‘Switch, no!’ Marta said. ‘The fence is electric. There’s no way through!’
He grinned at her, his eye twitching furiously. ‘I’ll find a way,’ he said.
The jeep was already waiting on the other side of the gate. Switch had moved it. All he had to do was get over somehow.
‘We’ll wait for you,’ Marta said.
‘No.’ Switch leaned into the Land Rover and put a hand on Ishael’s arm. ‘You lead them. Don’t wait. There’s no time.’
Ishael looked around at the others. ‘There’s no telling what state the tunnel might be in, even if we can find the entrance. We have to go.’
Switch looked at Marta. ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.’
Before she could reply, he stepped back and waved the vehicle forward. As they passed through the gates Paul turned to look back. Switch briefly raised a hand, then turned and jogged back towards the checkpoint building.
Switch, always the hero. Paul’s stomach felt knotted. He wondered if perhaps this time his friend had taken on one feat too many. Simon was gone, a loss that Paul was still trying to comprehend. Jess was grieving, Marta too, but Paul hadn’t had time to think about it properly. He thought if he lost Switch as well, his mind might just go into shutdown.
Turning away from the gate as though it were the grave of a long lost relative, Paul closed his eyes as the Land Rover bumped over the uneven surface of the field.
#
Switch watched from around a corner of the checkpoint building until the Land Rover was out of sight. Then he made his way back into the control room.
Matt, the last of the three guards, was tied to a chair, feet secured to the chair legs, hands tied tight behind him. Switch hadn’t bothered with a gag.
Above them, a light fitting hung loose on its wire, having come unstuck when Switch fired a shot into the ceiling.
‘We’ll wait five minutes,’ Switch said, undoing the cord that bound Matt’s hands. ‘We have that long. Then you will open the gate long enough for me to pass through. Once I’m through you will close it again. If it doesn’t happen within one minute of it opening I will come back in here and I will find you and fucking kill you. Do not try to trick me. You are alive now only because I want you to be.’
The man looked up at him. ‘Why pretend? They think I’m dead, don’t they?’
Switch cocked his head. ‘I find it difficult to trust,’ he said, his voice never losing the icy, sharp tone that threatened to kill wantonly and at random. ‘Sometimes, it’s better for people to believe you are dead.’
‘I won’t tell a soul,’ Matt said. ‘I’ll tell them someone operated the gate then went out. I don’t know what happened.’
Switch ignored his pleas. ‘I need to seal the gate from the other side. How do I do that?’
‘There’s a manual operation switch to the right of the gate once you’re through. You need a pass card to open the control box.’
‘I’ll take the woman’s.’
‘Inside is a control panel. Bust that up and the gate is stuck. There’s an override in the basement, but it’ll take time to find. Who’s chasing you, man?’
‘If you stay alive you’ll find out. I’m quite happy to kill you, though, if you’re scared.’ Switch cocked the rifle and held it up towards Matt’s head.
‘No, man, no! I’m sorry I asked, really sorry! I’m just an honest guy trying to earn a living.’
‘Another reason you’re still fucking breathing.’ Switch put a hand on Matt’s shoulder and leaned close, speaking quietly straight into Matt’s ear. ‘But cross me and I’ll find you. My friends might be nice people, but deep down inside I’m an evil little shit and I’ll quite happily cut your fucking face off.’
‘I won’t! I promise.’
‘Good. Now, it’s time.’
Switch pushed Matt’s chair closer to the controls. ‘When it’s done, free yourself. The bonds are loose enough. I recommend you start running as soon as you can. Any direction is good. The people following me aren’t as generous as I am.’
He grinned and went out of the control room, leaving Matt to operate the gate controls. On the way out he took the woman’s wallet from her pocket and fingered through it for her ID card as he walked down the corridor. Just as he got outside he saw the gate swing slowly open. Good, Matt had kept his word. Switch walked through to the other side, and stood out of the way while he waited for the gate to close, swinging shut in a lazy arc.
Switch went to the door control box and used Kelly’s card to open the outer panel. As soon as it opened, he lifted the rifle and fired one shot into the middle of the small keypad. He ducked his head away as it exploded with a crackle and a cloud of dust.
He glanced back at the building as he walked to the jeep. Matt didn’t come outside, which was just as well, because Switch really was feeling in the mood for tying up loose ends. It was best that Matt stayed out of sight.
He slipped the key into the ignition and turned the jeep west, following the tracks left by the Land Rover in the soft, wet grass of the hillside.
 



Chapter Fifty-One: Vengeance
         
‘My God, Clayton, what the hell is that? What are they doing?’
Clayton’s land cruiser bumped down the lane towards Fence Checkpoint Two in the valley below. The checkpoint itself was a low squat building nestled up against a tall fence that stretched out of sight in either direction. What had caught Dreggo’s attention, however, was the raised monorail line that led along the valley floor and up to it, ran alongside it for a short way, then ducked back on itself and followed the same route back among the sparse trees of the valley floor.
At regular intervals of perhaps a few hundred feet, small ore-transporting trucks rode up to the fence, slowed as they came alongside, and then tipped sideways, emptying their contents over the fence on to the ground below.
The smell was astonishing. The pungent stench of rotting food hung like a veil over everything, as thick as foam.
‘How the fuck do they stand it?’ Dreggo said, glancing across at Clayton, who looked grim. She patted his knee, digging her nails into the cloth, feeling smug. ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you get used to it.’
She knew her heightened sense of smell made it worse, but it was strong just the same. Clayton looked just moments away from vomiting. And over her neuro-sensors she could feel the Huntsmen growing into a frenzy.
Feeding time.
The fence and the huge trash pile had obscured their view, but as they climbed out of the truck a couple of hundred feet from the checkpoint, she was able to see the activity on the other side of the fence for the first time.
A horde of what she could only describe as human detritus crowded around the pyramid of waste, pulling the rubbish away, stuffing the rotten foodstuffs into their mouths, filling bags and primitive wooden carts with anything else they could carry. A steady stream of them trailed to and from the fence, half-human creatures staggering back and forth like zombies. And as Dreggo watched, every so often one would just stop, drop whatever it was carrying, and slump down into a crouch, head hung forward.
‘Good God, so it’s true after all. I never quite believed it,’ Clayton said, coming to stand beside her. ‘This is where they bring all Mega Britain’s crap,’ Clayton told her. ‘Human and otherwise.’
Dreggo had never heard of this place. ‘This is an utter abomination,’ she muttered.
Clayton didn’t appear to have heard her. ‘The result of every failed government experiment, be it gene-splicing, mind-alteration, cryogenic, carbon fiber enhancement, anything, on human, animal or plant, gets brought here. And then we load up all our waste and bring it here to feed them.’
‘You knew about this?’
‘I’d heard of its existence, but I never quite realised the extent of it. I’ve never had reason to come here though. Few people do.’
Dreggo stared at the side of his face until he turned to face her. ‘I can hear them,’ she said. ‘In my mind. Whatever your bastard scientists put inside me, it’s in some of them too.’
‘That doesn’t surprise me. There are a lot of bad prototypes wandering around in there I imagine, many as deadly as the Huntsmen but with even less control.’
‘I can feel their anger and hatred. If we go in there they’ll kill us all.’
Clayton pointed. ‘You see those over there? The ones sitting on the ground?’
‘Yes?’
‘The people in there are known as Mistakes. Most of them suffer from brain damage caused by whatever happened to them in the research labs. They can be dangerous, but studies made by researchers down here say that they won’t usually attack without provocation. Most of the more dangerous burn themselves out within days of being put inside. They either fight until something stronger kills them, starve to death, or die of exposure. Those that survive are more docile. They only attack when disturbed. It’s our bad luck that those fucking kids disabled the gate at Fence Checkpoint Three, but short of going another twenty miles north this is our only choice. With luck they’ll be distracted by the dumping ground and we can slip past them.’
Earlier, Clayton had been fuming when they found the gate at Fence Checkpoint Three inoperable and two guards dead. Another guard was missing. Worse was that Clayton himself had been forced to call the Governor and rearrange the rendezvous, leaving yet another black mark on his record.
Dreggo had asked why the DCA didn’t just cut a hole in the fence. Clayton had stared at her with disbelief and then asked how she’d like to have several thousand half-finished Huntsmen wandering through the GFAs.
Clayton shrugged. ‘Don’t worry, once we’re over the hill we should be away from the worst of them. Then it’s your job to keep us safe.’
‘You’d know I’d never do that by choice,’ Dreggo said with a thin smile.
‘Then it’s a good job you have none.’
They were interrupted by a nearby agent, who greeted Clayton with a salute and pointed back up the road down which they had come. They turned to look. A long black car moved slowly down the potholed track. Its windscreen and side windows were blacked out too, leaving the car so dark that it seemed to suck the light from the pale morning sun.
Judgment day, Dreggo wanted to quip, but her mouth had gone dry and no sound would come. She glanced at Clayton and saw his hands were shaking. A single bead of sweat made a trail down the side of his face.
The car pulled up in the shade of some trees behind their convoy and stopped. The engine cut out. There was a hum of a fan working somewhere, and then it too stopped. A few slow seconds passed, then the front doors opened and two suited men got out. One went to the back and opened a rear door, saying something they couldn’t hear to the person inside.
Dreggo flinched as the Governor, the man on whose dreams and ambitions Mega Britain had been built, climbed out of the car and stood up straight in the shadows below the trees. He was far taller than any normal man, perhaps taller even than the Huntsmen, and beneath the black suit he wore his body was thick with muscle. He turned towards them, his movements slow and languid, his paper-white face expressionless.
‘Clayton,’ he said as his gaze found them, his chocolaty deep voice floating across the wet, dewy grass. Dreggo knew in that moment that everything Clayton had told her about this man was true, that he harbored a power beyond understanding, be it of the body or the mind. Beneath his blood-red gaze she had an overwhelming urge to drop her eyes and kneel. She knew, as Clayton did, that this was the man who controlled everything, that the so-called government ministers were just puppets to do his bidding, that the elections, held every few years, were merely for show. Even the mock parliamentary debates were merely a way of narrowing and refining policies which were then submitted to the Governor, the immovable Head of State. Whatever uncertainties existed about the set-up of Mega Britain’s government, one thing was beyond any doubt: this man ruled.
The Governor glanced left and right as he trod carefully towards them across the grass, keeping to the shadows where possible. A low mist hung in the valley below them but the sun still shone overhead, and on one occasion where its light passed across his face, Dreggo saw his expression tighten, his eyes narrow, his mouth curl into a slight grimace. As he looked up towards it, he seemed to be issuing a challenge, that for whatever pain it caused his skin he would not back down, that he was a man prepared to fight even the sun itself.
The two guards who flanked him wore belts heavy with guns and stun weapons, but Dreggo knew they were as unnecessary as her thoughts of ambushing this man were foolish. Power emanated from him thicker than the mist, and Dreggo knew there was no one present who could touch him, not Clayton’s men, nor the Huntsmen she commanded.
About five feet away the Governor stopped, standing in the last vestiges of shadow. His eyes flicked from one to the other, his face once again expressionless. His head tilted back, and his big nostrils flared, sucking in the stench around them.
‘This place stinks like the gate into Hell itself,’ the Governor said at last. His lips parted in a small smile which he aimed at Dreggo. Then, looking at Clayton, he said, ‘I was wondering why you haven’t had the gates opened yet.’
Clayton didn’t bother to argue against what wasn’t a question. Instead he nodded at the nearest agent and barked a quick command. The man rushed off.
‘Sir, we’re happy that you could be here,’ Clayton said, ‘to watch the capture and death of the fugitives in person.’
The Governor cocked his head a fraction. ‘It’s time to end this game of cat and mouse, Mr. Clayton. And it seems, in your incompetence, that I will have to do it myself.’
‘Sir, I can assure you–’
‘Few people see my anger twice, Mr. Clayton,’ the Governor said, and Clayton fell silent. ‘Maybe one of these … children … would like your job, since they seem so much more capable than you.’ Before Clayton could speak again, the Governor said, ‘Perhaps you should check on the work of your men.’ Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘While you still can.’
Clayton ducked his head and without another word he hurried off towards the checkpoint. Dreggo could almost smell his relief.
The Governor glanced at his guards. ‘Help him,’ he commanded them, and wordlessly they turned to follow Clayton.
Dreggo faced the Governor, her eyes trying to hold his gaze. She simultaneously loathed, feared and stood in awe of him. Part of her wanted to strike at him simply to see what he would do, see what extent of his power she could lure out.
‘Dreggo,’ he said, and his milky face softened, his lips parting slightly in a smile. ‘I have anticipated meeting you with interest. Walk with me a while?’
She nodded and they fell into step, heading away from the Fence and the trucks. After only a few steps she realised that the Governor was deliberately leading her away, up through the trees towards the crest of the hill, until they were out of sight of Clayton’s men, with only the cries and growls of the monsters crawling over the garbage clinging on to them. Even the smell began to wane.
At the same time she wondered how he knew her name, and where he was leading her, but the simple strength of his presence made every question seem trivial, as though of course he would know, and who was she to question where he led her? She would know soon enough.
‘Are my thoughts entering yours?’ he asked, breaking five minutes of silence.
‘I think maybe,’ she answered.
‘Because yours enter mine,’ he said. He took a couple more steps and then stopped, turning towards her. He lifted one hand and ran his fingers down her bare arm. Dreggo tensed for a moment then relaxed. His touch was not seductive in any way, it was more the way a proud father might caress a daughter. It was a feeling Dreggo could barely remember.
‘Do not fear me,’ he said. ‘Clayton is right to fear for his life, but you should have no fear for yours.’
‘I have failed you also,’ she said, feeling guilt seep into her mind, aware it probably came from his. ‘I was given command of the Huntsmen but only one Tube Rider is dead. The others are still free.’
The Governor shook his head. ‘These ... Tube Riders ... possess more skill than they are credited with. No one running for their life should ever be underestimated. To learn how to capture is far easier if one knows how it feels to run, something Mr. Clayton knows nothing about.’
‘Clayton is a fool.’
A thin smile touched the Governor’s lips. ‘Then we agree on something. Look at me, Dreggo.’
She turned her eyes upwards towards his, and though she stared hard, she could see no other colour there. His eyes were like two crimson marbles built into his face.
‘Are we not one and the same?’
At first she didn’t understand, because in her eyes they had no common ground. But in her mind –
‘You were made like this too, weren’t you? By scientists.’
‘I prefer to call them God-mongers, or even devils, playing with a technology that was not theirs to use. But you are right, we both are, or were, experiments.’ He cocked his head again. ‘And depending on what way you look at it, we could both regard ourselves as failures ... or successes.’
Dreggo felt a frankness flood her, compelling her to speak. ‘You’re the cause of everything. All those people inside that fence are there because of what you did to our country. Everything is fucked, including me, because of you.’
The Governor began walking again. ‘I know you went into Reading GFA,’ he said. ‘Did the people not seem happy there? The people you slaughtered as though they were nothing more than lame, useless dogs?’
Dreggo squeezed her eyes shut, the memory still fresh. ‘I was angry –’
‘And you don’t think I am? Look at me. I am a monster. Every minute of every day I live in agony. I can’t even stand out and watch a sunset without experiencing pain.’ He wiped a hand across his huge forehead and sighed. ‘It was my dream to have the country working as I knew it could. And from that everyone would be happy.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve made mistakes, believe me. But I am trying to put things right. Do you trust me on that, Dreggo?’
She looked at him. Again came that urge to be frank. ‘I don’t know. Everywhere I look I see suffering, and in your name I cause more of it.’
‘Everyone has to suffer in order to find peace. I’m still searching for mine, but let me try to help you find yours. I knew I would need to earn your trust to bring you on to my side. So I brought you a gift.’
Dreggo frowned. ‘You brought me a…?’
The Governor pointed through the trees. There, back off the road, out of the sight of anyone further down the valley, was another parked truck. The front seats were empty.
Dreggo frowned. ‘What’s that? You brought me a truck?’
The Governor chuckled deep in his throat, a sound like wooden balls jostling together. ‘Your present is inside,’ he said. ‘I left the vehicle there, out of sight, because the gift is rather a personal one for you. Go on, go inside.’
He waved her forward. Dreggo hesitated a moment before starting towards the truck. Was this a trick? A joke? The Governor didn’t come across as a particularly humorous man, but what could there possibly be that she might want? All she’d ever wanted for as long as she could remember was to shed the blood of others, and now she’d had her fill of that.
The back door of the truck was open, a metal step folded down. The inside was dark.
Dreggo paused for a moment. She glanced back at the Governor, standing near the front of the truck. A shadow hung across his face. As she watched, he gave a slight nod.
Dreggo stepped up into the truck.
To her human eye it appeared empty, but the motion sensors on her robotic eye picked up something near the far wall, radiating heat, moving slightly. She switched off her robotic eye and let her human eye adjust to the dark, using her ears and nose to create a picture of the room. There was a stench inside, not of rotten food, but of feces. And the sound of sharp, short breathing, and sobbing. She stared into the dark as her eyes adjusted, and let herself see what the Governor had brought her.
There, no more than five feet in front of her, bound to a metal chair that was fixed to the floor, was a man she hated more than any man in the world.
Dr. Karmski.
He whimpered like a child, and she knew the smell came from his vacated bowels. His mouth was bound with duct tape, and the blood that dribbled over it showed how he had cut his mouth trying to wriggle it off.
Dreggo’s knees sagged beneath her, and she looked away from him, eyes darting around the inside of the truck, unable to make eye contact. Beside him, on another chair, was a flat screen television.
She sucked in a breath. ‘Oh God, no…’
She looked back at Karmski, and he was shaking his head, his eyes so wide she thought they might pop out of his head.
She still woke up sweating, the cold touch of clammy hands a lingering, faceless memory. The dark recesses of her mind knew what had happened, but just in case she couldn’t remember, the Governor had brought it all here for her.
She reached out and switched the television on.
The first video was grainy, a shot of a laboratory from above, an empty operating theater. A young girl was brought in on a stretcher and lifted up on to the metal surface of the operating table. Her head lolled in unconsciousness. The camera zoomed in on the girl’s face, and a lump caught in Dreggo’s throat. A name came back to her, one she hadn’t realised she still remembered.
‘Deborah … oh no…’
Karmski made a sound like a whistling kettle, and without thinking Dreggo reached out and clubbed his face with the back of her balled fist. Stunned, his head slumped forward.
The scene cut, but the same camera kept the view, only now it was dark, and the girl was sleeping. From the bottom right, a man came into view, and Dreggo recognised a much younger Karmski. He fussed around for a few seconds, before coming close to the girl and leaning over her face. Dreggo saw his tongue licking at her cheek, and she wanted to kill him there and then. Only a compulsion to see what happened kept her from tearing off his face.
A few moments passed and the girl didn’t stir. As Dreggo watched, horrified, Karmski climbed up on to the operating table. His hands reached down to pull off the girl’s hospital garb.
Dreggo had the best seat in the house, and the Governor hadn’t spared her anything. Within seconds Karmski was fucking her unconscious younger self, his back heaving with the exertion.
Tears filled Dreggo’s eyes, and she sobbed openly as the scene cut. Then it began again, a different room but a similar view, the same unconscious girl but with her hair cut short now, what looked like bandages around her wrists. Karmski appeared again, and again he mounted her. Dreggo cried openly, but this time the scene cut off early, moving to yet another a few months later.
Dreggo held her head in her hands as the scenes flicked past. Some were in colour, others in black and white, some from a distance, others close up. From the digital time displays in the corner of some of the videos, she watched a couple of years pass. Then there was a gap of several years, and the final, last video.
Dreggo, older now and with the memory of Deborah long gone, was carried by orderlies on to a similar operating table as before. Her body was bloodied and still, her face ripped open. She shivered, as though watching her own death on tape. Men came and went as the tape sped up, performing operations on her, repairing her body, inserting tubes into her arms and attaching metal plates to her skin. For one brief moment she thought she saw Clayton in the theater. Finally, the scene darkened as a light was switched off, and the video moved forward in quick time, stopping again as the doctor appeared in shot. As before, he approached her unconscious body, one hand running over the metal plate that covered half her face.
When she watched him pull off the surgical robe that covered her midriff, something inside her snapped. With a roar she punched through the television screen, the image exploding in a mess of colour and then vanishing. She stood up, breathing heavily, and looked around.
Karmski’s rabbit-wide eyes watched her with terror.
‘I hate you,’ she growled. ‘I want you to die.’
Karmski frantically shook his head, eyes wide. Dreggo felt a strange compulsion to hear what he had to say. She reached out and tore away the duct tape, amused to see it take some skin. Karmski screamed and spat a mouthful of blood on to the floor.
Dreggo backhanded him again, but not hard enough to knock him out. She wanted him to die knowing she had caused it.
‘I’m sorry,’ he cried. ‘I loved you, Deborah.’
‘Don’t call me that. I was barely a kid when you started, you sick, sick man.’
‘I made you beautiful,’ he said.
‘You made my soul black. Everyone I have killed was because of what you did to me.’
‘That’s not true. Please, I’m so sorry.’
Dreggo stared at him. The Governor said she could end her suffering. But how was that? By killing him? Or by forgiving him?
‘I love you–’
She couldn’t take any more. With a roar that was all her rage and resentment pouring out of her in a flood, she gripped Karmski’s neck and began to squeeze. She couldn’t look at his desperate face as his skin tore and his neck caved in with a sudden rush of warmth. She screamed again as his arteries emptied over her hands, and then heard a thunk as his head lolled over on to one side. She gritted her teeth and gripped tighter, wrenching until his spinal cord snapped and at last his head thumped to the floor, where it rolled and lay still.
Dreggo staggered backwards, turned and fell against the side of the truck before pushing herself up and lurching down the steps into the sunlight. The grass came up to meet her as she fell, and she put out her hands to stop herself hitting the ground. A moment later, a stream of vomit soaked the grass below her.
She choked, hot bile stinging her throat, gasping for air.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two: Mistakes
 
Carl sat at the rear edge of the Land Rover’s open back, cradling a shotgun in his arms. He still felt a little strange around real guns – air-rifles had a lighter, less powerful feel. In the opposite corner, Owen sat, holding a handgun.
The hillside rolled away under them as the Land Rover joined up with an old road, the surface far better than anything Carl had ever seen inside Reading GFA. It was as though the government hadn’t bothered to implement any movement restriction measures here once they’d moved the people out. The tarmac was almost complete, obstructed only by the overgrown hedgerows as they spread out and encroached on the road.
‘Pretty quiet out here,’ Carl said to Owen. ‘We haven’t seen any of those things in a while.’
‘Yeah, keeping their heads down, eh. I imagine most of them die.’
Carl nodded. John Reeder had told them what he knew about the area, but Carl had wondered why the failed experiments weren’t just killed. Reeder didn’t know, but Ishael thought it was in case the government wanted the technology again in the future. The lab cells were full, and it was safer to keep the Mistakes out of the city. They also made a convenient guard for the tunnel, although so far none had bothered them.
‘They don’t even know we’re here,’ Owen said as they passed what might have been a woman sitting back in the hedge, head slumped forward against her knees. She didn’t react as the Land Rover sped by, even as it splashed her with water pooled on the road.
‘I wish the rain would stop,’ Jess said behind them. Carl glanced back at her, but the girl was staring at the floor, as though her words had been for her alone. Carl grimaced, wishing there was something he could do for her.
Reeder’s Land Rover didn’t have an awning in the back. The light rain that had started shortly before they broke through the checkpoint was beginning to worsen. Paul was sitting beside Jess and holding a small piece of tarp over both of them, but Owen and Carl, who had both volunteered to sit at the back, had nothing. They were wet through.
‘How far is this place we’re going?’ Carl asked.
‘Ishael said about forty miles,’ Paul told him. ‘The problem is that the government pulled up all the road signs. He’s guessing from old maps but he has no real idea where we are.’
‘Typical,’ Owen said. ‘So much for revolution.’
Paul gave him a tired smile. ‘Don’t worry, kid. You’re first in line to start the civil war.’
‘Damn right.’
The Land Rover began to slow.
‘What’s going on?’ Owen asked.
Carl and Owen stood up, looking forward over the top of the Land Rover’s cab.
‘Oh, shit, there’s one in the road,’ Carl said.’
Owen cocked his gun. ‘Let’s blast it.’
Reeder leaned out of the cab and called back, ‘Hold steady. We might be able to circle around it.’
‘What is that?’ Jess said.
As they came closer they realised it wasn’t a human at all. It looked more like a bear, curled up in the road. Thick hair covered its body. Thin, human-sized legs were bunched up under it, and its face was buried in its arms.
‘Perhaps it’s dead,’ Paul said.
Reeder closed to within twenty feet of it, and then started to turn the Land Rover to the right, trying to find a way around the creature without touching it.
‘Ah,’ they heard him exclaim. ‘There’s a ditch on this side. It’s going to be a little tight. Hold on.’
‘Keep your gun on it,’ Owen said to Carl.
Carl pulled the heavy gun up to his shoulder, aiming the sight at the furry creature as it came up on their left. It still hadn’t moved, but it was almost close enough to touch.
‘We’re going to hit it!’ Paul said, leaning forward to look over the side of the Land Rover. The creature was directly below them, barely inches from the front wheel as the Land Rover moved forward in fits and starts, the wheels spinning in the mud to the right of the road.
The Land Rover inched further forward. The back wheel came level with the creature. A couple more feet and it would be behind them.
‘Come on, Reeder,’ Paul muttered, wincing.
The Land Rover jerked forward. Carl let out a deep breath as the back wheel moved past the creature. ‘Just a little more,’ he heard Owen whisper beside him.
Then everything went crazy. Reeder gunned the engine, only for the back wheels to spin, one in the mud, the other bumping into a pothole. Muddy water sprayed the creature, and the tire grazed against its side.
The monster leapt up with a grating roar, a scarred, scabby, blinded human face rushing up towards them. Thick, furry arms gripped the rear side of the Land Rover and the creature swung up into the back. Furry human hands raked at them and black, jagged teeth snapped at their necks as breath as thick as engine oil pulled vomit up into their throats.
‘Oh, fuck!’ Owen screamed, firing but missing.
Carl staggered backwards as the creature reached for him. Its claws were almost on his neck when it suddenly spun round, hands clenching into fists to knock a struggling Owen off its back and down into the road.
Paul leapt forward but the creature’s arms came back up, knocking him down. He gasped as blood spurted from his nose.
Carl heard shouts and screams behind him as he swung the gun around and fired point blank into the creature’s stomach, just as the Land Rover braked hard, throwing the creature forward into Jess, knocking them both down on top of Paul. Beneath blank eyes her knife slashed and hacked at the creature’s back and neck.
Carl twisted himself, trying to get a clear shot. Just as he pulled the gun up the creature roared again, and this time the faint sound of replies echoed back from the trees and fields.
Carl fired into the creature’s back and it jerked upwards, its monstrous face contorted with pain. Marta jumped into the back and smashed her clawboard into the creature’s face, shattering its scarred nose to pulp.
Still it came on. The Mistake reached out for Carl, one eye hanging by a thread, broken teeth hanging from tendrils in its mouth. Jess stabbed it in the neck, and Ishael, behind her, almost severed a hand with a hack of his knife. The creature wailed and jerked backwards. Jess and Carl pushed it over the side and into the ditch.
‘Where’s Owen?’ Paul shouted, pushing himself up, spitting blood out of his mouth.
Carl looked around. The Land Rover had bumped forward, and Owen was some way back down the road, lying motionless.
‘Oh, sweet Jesus,’ Ishael exclaimed.
The creature which now lay motionless in the ditch beside the road had awoken others with its screams. They came in a rush now, a dozen, perhaps more, some running, others on all fours, one even appearing to slide along the ground. Not all of them were obviously humanoid, and some bore closer resemblance to insects.
Owen lay in the road, thirty feet from the Land Rover, seemingly unconscious. The Mistakes were barely two hundred feet beyond him, closing fast.
‘Owen!’ Paul tried to shout, his voice barely more than a gurgle.
Carl didn’t stop to think. He hurdled over the side of the Land Rover and sprinted down the road towards Owen. He grabbed the boy and hauled him into a sitting position, amazed how heavy even a kid was as a dead weight. Owen was breathing, but his eyes were closed.
‘Come on, get up!’ Carl shouted, slapping Owen across the face. He looked up to see the nightmarish host closing in amid a cacophony of calls and screams, just as a bloodied Paul reached his side and grabbed one of Owen’s arms. Behind them, Carl caught a glimpse of Ishael standing in the road with a gun in his hands.
‘Get him up!’ Ishael shouted, and then stepped in front of them, between Owen and the approaching creatures. Machine gun fire rang out as he raked the Mistakes with bullets. Several screamed and fell away, but most still came on as Carl and Paul dragged Owen back towards the Land Rover. Ahead of them the Land Rover started to back up, Jess and Marta leaning down to help lift Owen over the side.
‘Ishael!’ Paul shouted as Carl jumped up to help the girls lift Owen. As they got him over the side the first of the creatures reached Ishael, who threw the empty gun aside and ducked sideways, ramming a knife into its side.
‘Die, you fucker!’ he screamed as the creature swung a huge hand at him. Ishael ducked again, trying to hold off a face that was doglike, all human shape gone. The creature’s jaws snapped at him as Paul slammed his clawboard down on its back.
Carl grabbed Ishael’s arms and pulled him up. The Land Rover started to move, just as something arced through the air and clanged against the metal floor just inches wide of Jess and Marta.
A metal pole, about the length of a man’s arm, sharpened at one end into a point.
‘They have weapons!’ Carl shouted as the Land Rover pulled away, the nearest creature leaping after it. Its claws caught the back of the Land Rover and a screeching, ape-like face gnashed at them. Carl thrust his knife into its maw and ducked back, relieved as the creature fell away, taking the knife with it. For the first time in what felt like hours he let himself breathe.
His respite was momentary. ‘There are others ahead!’ Reeder shouted back. ‘Hold on!’
Marta, Jess and Paul ducked low as the Land Rover smashed into something and bounced. Carl used one hand to steady himself as he reached for a rifle.
‘We need to clear the road,’ Ishael shouted.
Carl pulled himself to the front of the Land Rover and stood up behind the cab. Ishael climbed up beside him, holding Owen’s handgun. Several Mistakes rushed towards them down the thin road. Hitting them was unavoidable, but the Land Rover wasn’t built like a battering ram; eventually something would break, leaving them stranded.
Standing shoulder to shoulder, Ishael and Carl fired at the approaching creatures, trying to clear a path through. Blood sprayed from the Mistakes’ bodies as their bullets found targets. Some collapsed into the road or fell into the verges, while some came on unaffected. One or two just stopped running for no reason, and slumped down into a crouch like the first creatures they had seen.
‘We’re clear!’ Reeder shouted, as they swung round a bend in the road and sped down the remains of a slipway that joined on to a wide highway, the Land Rover bumping through potholes and bashing through tall weeds grown up through the cracks in the tarmac. There were no other Mistakes ahead of them, while behind them their last pursuers had lost interest and turned away.
Reeder drove hard for a few miles, then slowed the Land Rover down, picking his way more carefully through the potholes as before. In the back, the others crowded around Owen.
Paul, his face bloody, cradled his brother’s head. Owen had a gash on his forehead which Marta wiped with a piece of rag.
‘Is he all right?’ Ishael asked.
Paul looked up at him, his eyes distraught, his face tight with worry. ‘Come on, Owen,’ he said.
Without opening his eyes, Owen smiled. ‘I’m waiting for you to cry, big brother.’
There was a gasp of relief from the others. ‘What the hell happened to you?’ Owen said, looking up. ‘You look like I just kicked your ass in a bitch fight.’
The others moved away to give them some space. Carl sat down at the back of the cab beside Ishael as Marta helped Jess into the front.
‘We were pretty lucky there, weren’t we?’ Carl said.
Ishael nodded. ‘We were. We’re almost out of ammunition now. If we get attacked again we’ll have problems.’
One glance told Carl how scared Ishael had been. The man’s bruised and swollen face was pale, and his top lip trembled.
‘They were human, too, weren’t they? Just like the Huntsmen.’
Ishael pulled his knees up to his chest and rubbed at a tear in his trousers on his thigh. ‘I keep telling myself that they have to die, that it’s the only way to save the lives of others. If we get across to France–’
‘They might do nothing. They might send us back.’
Ishael grimaced. ‘With each additional bullet I feel less of a man and more like one of them. If we ever get there, who will we be?’
Carl had to think for a moment. He understood what Ishael meant, but he had no answer. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I guess we’ll have to worry about it when we get there.’
‘If.’
Carl looked at him. ‘When.’
Ishael stifled a laugh. ‘The confidence of youth.’
‘The pessimism of late middle-age.’
‘I’m barely thirty!’
This time they both laughed. It was a welcome sound. Owen looked over, wondering what all the fuss was about. Even Paul smiled.
The soft thump of the plastic partition window sliding back broke up their party. ‘Sorry,’ Marta said. ‘Reeder says we’ve got another problem.’
‘What?’ Paul said.
‘It seems the battery of the Land Rover is running down. Reeder says we have to find a settlement and try to locate a recharging station or find another battery that works.’
‘Aren’t we close enough to walk yet?’ Owen said. ‘How far is it?’
‘About fifty miles,’ Marta told him.
Ishael shook his head. ‘They’d run us down. Tell him to look for a small settlement, maybe the remains of a highway service station. We can maybe switch a battery from an abandoned car and bump start it.’
Marta nodded and turned around.
Carl looked around at the others. ‘Not getting the rub of the green, really, are we?’
Owen stared at him. ‘What the hell are you on about?’
 



Chapter Fifty-Three: New Order
 
‘Here. You may need this.’
Dreggo looked up. Hands as huge and pale as dinner plates held out a glass of water. She took it gratefully, finishing it in one swallow. She looked up into the Governor’s expressionless face. ‘I thought you might need these too,’ he said, indicating behind him.
What she saw there was like something out of a mirage. A large plastic container filled with steaming water, beside it a small fold-out table holding a fresh set of clothes. She had no doubt they would be her size.
Where did you…?’
The Governor smiled. ‘I anticipated certain situations. Now, let me leave you a few minutes, and then we will talk more.’
The Governor disappeared around the side of the truck. Dreggo and slammed the rear door shut, cutting off the horrors of her past, maybe. Karmski was dead now; she had faced up to all the nightmares that had plagued her and dragged her through the bloodiest days of her life. She felt the murderous strength of revenge flooding through her, and her mind felt vital, clear and invigorated. She slipped off her bloodied clothes and let them fall to the floor.
She used a ladle to take the worst of Karmski’s blood off her. It felt good to be clean, though it hurt her to see the extent of the damage to her body. Tears filled her eyes, but she washed them away with a handful of warm water.
The clothes the Governor had left for her were similar to those that Clayton wore, but sized for a woman and with a crest on the right chest that surprised her, a black circle with a pair of crosses in the centre.
It was a Mega Britain military rank. The crest on Clayton’s uniform had a black circle with just one cross. Dreggo frowned. That little second cross meant Dreggo was officially Clayton’s superior.
She looked around for the Governor. He was standing in the shade near the truck, his back to her, arms folded. She waited a moment, unsure what to say, but he seemed to sense her and turned. He smiled.
‘Does it fit?’
‘Yes, perfectly. But…’ She wanted to say, I’m a prisoner. I’m not here by choice.
‘Dreggo, I trust you,’ the Governor said. ‘I have delivered you a gift as a token of respect. Karmski was a great scientist, among Mega Britain’s best. That he was in possession of a heart as black as coal was his undoing, as were the secret cameras that only higher government officials knew about. But still, due to his brilliance, his death weighs heavily on my heart. That, though, is a weight I am prepared to bear, if it brings me your trust, your respect.’
Dreggo had a million things to say. They clamored at her, refusing to form a queue. She blurted, ‘I was taken in the first place because of you. I’m a … a monster because of what your scientists did to me!’
The Governor lifted a hand. ‘I admit we have research facilities. But the programs were supposed to be voluntary. I was never aware that anyone was being taken against their will, or of the atrocities. I can guarantee that a full investigation will be carried out once this terrible business is over with. I lead a large country, Dreggo. My eyes cannot see everywhere at once, and I trust few to see for me.’
She held his gaze a few seconds and then looked away. Can I trust him? His arguments made sense, but it was difficult to break the shackles of torture and abuse that had surrounded her all her life.
The Governor spoke. ‘How did it feel, Dreggo? How did it feel with your hands around his neck?’
So he had watched her. She’d suspected he might. She held his gaze steadily. ‘It felt necessary,’ she said.
‘The power of revenge,’ he said, nodding, a small smile on his lips. ‘I never did go for all that turn the other cheek business. Think about how you felt before, and how you feel now. Do you not feel free?’
‘Freer than I’ve ever felt,’ she admitted.
‘And now imagine that you’re still carrying that weight around your neck. Feel the years, the decades pass. How do you feel?’
She thought for a moment. ‘Suffocated?’
The Governor nodded. ‘I’ve helped you destroy some of the demons of your past. The demons of mine are a lot harder to find, but will you help me? Will you be on my side?’
Dreggo thought for a moment. She looked at the Governor, her eyes moving slowly down his face, past his neck, to his chest. She stared hard, concentrating, until she was sure she could hear the low thud of his heart. She stepped forward, lifted one hand, and touched him.
His own hands closed over hers and he pulled her closer, the strength she could feel in his hands and arms astonishing.
With her face just inches from his, she whispered, ‘Yes.’
‘Then Dreggo,’ he replied, his voice a low rumble, ‘Welcome. Now you lead this operation. Find me the Tube Riders, and let’s bring this unpleasant matter to a close.’
#
Clayton knew something was amiss from the moment he saw the Governor and Dreggo emerge from the trees. Behind him, the cacophony from the dump and the scrounging Mistakes had begun to burrow into his skull, while the stench filled every pore of his body.
Opening the gate had been easy. The checkpoint guards, dulled over years of putting up with the smell, had not questioned his authority once they had seen his rank, and the gate was duly opened. Clayton’s convoy now waited on the other side, the men and the Huntsmen all boarded and ready. It was just Dreggo and the Governor holding everything up.
Clayton looked around uncomfortably. A few hundred feet down slope, the grotesque carnival of rubbish clearing continued, the howls and groans of the Mistakes filling the air as they scrabbled for scraps of rotten food and anything that could be of use. It scared the hell out of him, watching the zombie parade, but he found the way they just switched off without warning at any time even worse. Dozens of them littered the slope, on their knees, heads slumped forward on their chests. The closest was not twenty feet away, its back turned to him, head hung forward. He had considered having his agents clear it, but the checkpoint guards had warned him that disturbing one Mistake might set off the rest of them. So, as he waited for the Governor and Dreggo, he couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder every few seconds just to make sure the Mistake hadn’t moved, that it hadn’t come any closer. His fingers rested on his gun just in case.
They’d been gone more than two hours. Clayton had sent an agent off to find them, but the man had returned with terror in his eyes, babbling that the Governor did not want to be disturbed. Clayton hadn’t asked for details; he didn’t want to know. He now waited by the gate, alone besides the two checkpoint guards standing a few feet away, who were eager to get the gate closed and the electrification back on.
He noticed Dreggo’s change of clothes immediately. The black DCA uniform was a stark difference to the bloodied trousers and ripped up shirt she’d been wearing before. Her hair, also, which had been a matted mess of blood, was now cleaned and tied back behind her head.
If it wasn’t for the metal plate that covered half her face, he could almost have seen her as a woman.
As they walked towards him Dreggo chatted amiably with the Governor, smiles and even laughter passing between them. Above them, rising up from behind the trees that topped the rise, was a plume of smoke.
They stopped in front of him. ‘Good work,’ the Governor said. ‘Are we ready to move?’
‘Yes, sir.’
The Governor turned to Dreggo. ‘Send two Huntsmen south along the Fence to pick up the trail. It seems fairly straightforward to me where they’re heading though.’
‘Land’s End?’ Clayton asked. ‘If they can get out to the Scilly Isles they might be able to find a boat to take them down the coast of Brittany. There are rumours of pirates out there.’
The Governor shook his head. ‘Again, Mr. Clayton, you underestimate them. They’ve led us this far. They could have turned south at any time, tried to find a port where they might have found someone willing to risk trying to smuggle them across the Channel. But they haven’t because they know it’s futile. They know there’s no way out of Mega Britain by sea. They’re going underground.’
‘The tunnel at Lizard Point,’ Dreggo said.
Clayton opened his mouth to say something to her. Then he noticed the rank crest on her uniform. So, he’d been relieved of power, replaced by this half human bitch. His anger boiled, but he said nothing. He felt the bulge of the remote in his pocket pressing against his arm. In her smugness she appeared to have forgotten about it, but he hadn’t. And he’d use it before she ever got a chance to take it from him. They’d both go down together.
‘Lizard Point is around three hours from here over uneven terrain,’ the Governor said. ‘We had best get moving.’
‘I thought the tunnel was sealed,’ Clayton said.
The Governor smiled. ‘It is. But the Tube Riders don’t know that.’
Clayton nodded. So, it was soon to end. Within a few hours they would all face their fates, his and Dreggo’s undoubtedly among them.
He let his hand brush against the bulge in his pocket one more time.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four: Community
 
The land was leveling out towards the coast when the engine began to choke. The Land Rover bumped a few times and then the engine cut out. Reeder frowned and dropped it into neutral to freewheel a few final feet before coming to a stop by the side of the road.
‘That’s it, I guess,’ Ishael said. ‘How far is it from here?’
‘From the map I’d guess about ten miles,’ Reeder said.
Marta sighed. ‘We walk from here?’
‘There should be the remains of a town just over that hill,’ Reeder said, pointing at a rise ahead of them. The old weed-strewn highway angled up and over the crest of the rise, a stand of trees on either side. ‘It might be worth a try to see if there are any old vehicles lying about. We might find a spare battery, or even another usable vehicle.’
‘I’ll go with Reeder,’ Ishael said. ‘The rest of you should stay here.’
‘To hell with that,’ Marta said. ‘We stay together.’
‘Live together, die together,’ Jess muttered suddenly, and the others looked at her. ‘That’s what Simon would have said.’
Marta put a hand on Jess’s shoulder. ‘Jess–’
‘He would also have wanted this seen through to the end.’ She brushed a hand through her hair, matted and caked with dirt. ‘His death won’t be for nothing. We all go together, and if necessary we carry on to this tunnel place on foot.’
Marta looked at the others. ‘Are we agreed?’
Ishael and Reeder both nodded.
‘Okay.’ Marta looked over at the back of the Land Rover. There, curled up in a huddle, Paul, Owen and Carl were sleeping soundly. ‘I’d better wake them then.’
Five minutes later they were all standing on the road, the Land Rover emptied of its supplies. They all had bags slung over their shoulders. Marta, Paul, Owen and Jess still had their clawboards. Carl and Ishael carried the last of their guns, and Reeder held the map.
‘If we see any Mistakes keep your voices down and give them a wide berth,’ Reeder said. ‘Chances are there’ll be some in the town over there. What we don’t want is to be attacked again, because we can’t outrun them.’
The others nodded. With Reeder and Ishael in the lead they set off.
Owen walked close to Carl as they walked in a thin line down the side of the highway, staying as near to the hedge as possible. ‘Do you reckon they still have baguettes in France?’ Owen said. ‘I’m bloody starving.’
‘What’s a baguette?’
‘It’s like a long stick of bread. They put ham and cheese inside. I saw them on a DVD about France we watched at school once.’
‘You mean bread rolls? About this size?’ He indicated with his hands. When Owen nodded, he smiled. ‘We have those in the country,’ he said. ‘Mother used to give me one for lunch on schooldays. Cheddar and bacon was my favorite.’
Owen grimaced. ‘Just shut up. You’re making me hungry!’
‘Yeah, I’m making myself hungry too.’
They were silent for a few minutes, and then Owen said, ‘Do you think about your mother a lot?’
Carl nodded. ‘Yeah, all the time. My father was a pretty tough man to live with, but somehow she managed it. Even when he was being a bully she was kind to me. She always loved me. Now, although I know my father’s dead, I don’t know what’s happened to my mother. That cyborg woman might have killed her, or she might still be alive. I want to go back, but I know that right now I can’t.’
Owen looked sad. ‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ he said.
‘Yeah, I hope so. I have to just keep believing it. It gives me something to hold on to. What about you? Is your mother back in London?’
Owen shook his head. He pouted his lips. ‘My mother’s been dead since I was a little kid, and my father’s been gone as long as I can remember. I don’t know what happened to him, but he took off somewhere and never came back. Even though I hate him for leaving us, I still hope that he found a decent life somewhere. Perhaps without the stress of dealing with Paul and me, life’s a bit easier and he’s happy.’
‘I hope so.’
‘A large part of me thinks he’s dead, though,’ Owen said. ‘People don’t get happy endings in this country anymore.’
‘We might,’ Carl said. ‘If we escape from the Huntsmen, Dreggo and the DCA and get over to France, things might be different. We might get a bath, and we might even get a baguette.’
Owen smiled. ‘Yeah, I hope so. But whatever happens, I don’t think it’ll be a happy ending for any of us. Simon’s dead, your dad’s dead, Jess’s parents are dead. Tons of people have been killed. Even if we get to France, we’re cut, Carl. How old are you? I’m twelve. Twelve. And I’ve killed men. Every time I close my eyes for the rest of my life, I’m going to see the faces of those men I killed. Nothing can ever gloss over that, not baths, not baguettes, nothing.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s fucked. I just wanted to go to school, study about stuff then come home, play video games and be a pain in the ass for Paul.’
‘I guess we just do our best, and see what happens,’ Carl said.
‘Yeah, that’s about right.’
#
Paul, walking in front of Owen and Carl, felt a lump in his throat as he listened to his brother speak. He blamed himself for Owen being caught up in this mess, although he preferred Owen with him rather than back in London, alone. It especially hurt to hear Owen talk about his father, and the time was coming when Paul would have to tell his brother the truth. Owen had seen enough of life, he could handle the truth now, Paul thought.
In front of him Jess and Marta walked in silence, though Marta was holding Jess’s hand tightly in hers. They looked like two very dirty primary school children on a class outing. Of all of them Jess was suffering the most, but he hoped the girl would find the strength in herself that Simon had loved so much and pull through her grief. Marta was being strong for her, Marta who was always strong for everyone. He hoped she wasn’t about to crack under the pressure, because he felt that if Marta cracked, they would all fall apart. Switch’s absence made it worse for her. Switch and Marta had always been close, Switch sharing a bond with her that he wouldn’t allow with other people.
Paul always watched people carefully. He had learned over the years how to spot conflict in someone’s eyes, and he had seen a lot of it in Marta’s. He had noticed the way she looked at Ishael, and had recognised the pure delight she’d felt to see him alive. Paul also noticed the way she looked at Switch, almost with regret. But more than anything, he noticed the way she looked down, the sag in her jaw, the way her eyes hung at her feet when she thought no one was watching her. Here she was feeling a tentative love for someone, but in her heart she felt undeserving of it, felt that she had no right even thinking of it while people around her suffered and died.
He wanted to tell her it was all right, that she was allowed to feel something other than sorrow, that even amidst the ashes of their lives she was allowed to let a seed grow. He wanted to tell her, before something happened to him, before it was too late.
But again, as he walked along behind Marta and Jess, watching the way they leaned close like two long lost sisters finding each other for the first time, their hands and now arms intertwined, he could only keep his silence.
#
Ishael took the lead from Reeder as they reached the top of the hill. As the first rooftops of the town came into sight, he angled off the road on to the overgrown grass verge to give them a little more cover. Overhead, clouds had obscured the sun as it dipped towards the horizon, and a cold wind had risen. Darkness would come in an hour or so, and he was worried about what would happen then. Did these Mistakes become more active at night?
He jumped as his foot landed on something soft, and he looked down to see the decayed remains of a human lying in the grass at his feet. Hollow, bird-pecked eye holes stared up at him; a toothless black maw yawned wide. He took a few steps backwards in shock, but before he could say anything, one of the girls had seen it and let out a little cry of horror.
‘Quiet!’ Reeder hissed.
Up ahead of them, Ishael saw something detach itself from the hedgerow and take a few steps towards them.
‘Down,’ he said, waving a hand at the ground. ‘Keep still and stay quiet!’
Marta inched up alongside him. ‘Did it see us?’ she asked, nodding towards the Mistake lurching across the road thirty feet ahead of them.
‘Maybe.’
‘This is unfortunate,’ Reeder whispered. ‘We haven’t got time to get trapped here.’
The others had bunched up into a group. ‘Want me to create a distraction?’ Owen asked. ‘I’ll lead it up the road, then double back through the fields.’
‘No you damn well won’t,’ Paul said.
‘Just wait,’ Ishael told them. ‘Stay quiet, and … wait.’
The seconds dragged past like a heavy chain. The Mistake took a few slow steps across the road, turned towards them once, turned away, and finally slumped down on to its knees. It grunted once and went still.
‘Okay, move on,’ Ishael said. ‘Be careful not to disturb it.’
They moved on down towards the town. They passed the slumped Mistake, but it neither moved nor seemed to notice their presence.
Ishael glanced back as they passed, and saw the others do the same. His heart was hammering in his chest, the blood making his wounds throb. The thought of another mob of those monsters on their trail was enough to make his hands shake.
Then a light flicked on ahead of them.
‘Well, would you take a look at that,’ Reeder said, putting a hand on Ishael’s shoulder and making the other man jump.
‘John, where’s it coming from?’ Marta said.
‘It’s coming from one of the houses,’ Reeder told her.
‘But ... I thought this town was abandoned.’
‘Yes,’ Reeder replied. ‘So did we. It looks like we were wrong.’
‘And it looks like they have electricity too,’ Ishael said. ‘Those lights aren’t flickering like flames or gas burners would.’
Ishael led them on towards the town. Evening was beginning to draw in, and as the shadows lengthened they had more cover than before. Even so, they kept to the side of the road just in case they came across any more wandering Mistakes.
The closest houses were just a few feet away. A row of bungalows lined a meandering road into the centre of the small town. Some of the gardens were overgrown; some of the windows were smashed. Other houses, though, looked well kept, lights pressing against curtains giving the impression that the town was just like any other, closed down for the night after a busy working day, its inhabitants safe behind their doors and in front of their televisions.
‘Who the hell lives here?’ Paul wondered.
A door opened just a few doors down.
‘Back against that wall!’ Ishael hissed, and they ducked down, just as two children danced out into the street.
‘Tom! Brete! Come back inside!’ someone shouted, a woman’s voice, tinged with a hint of desperation. ‘How many times have I told you?’
The children laughed and joked, pushing each other. As a shadow fell over them from the doorway, the boy disengaged from the tussle and dashed back into the house. The other, the girl, stood up and brushed herself down. She peered into the dark, eyes searching. Suddenly her arm lifted, a finger picking them out.
‘Mother, there are some Wildmen over there, sitting in the dark. I count seven but there could be more. What are they doing?’
‘Oh, fuck,’ Ishael said.
‘Get in the house now!’ the woman hissed at the little girl.
Owen stood up. ‘Wait! We’re not Mistakes! We’re just normal people! Help us!’
Paul grabbed his shoulder, but it was too late. A howl went up from somewhere in the forest behind them. A moment later a hideous shrieking sound rose in answer.
The woman had come out into the road. ‘Who are you?’ she shouted. ‘If you’re spies, then the Wildmen are coming now.’
‘Let me go,’ Marta said, standing up.
#
Marta stepped out into the dim glow emitted from the open door and faced the woman and the girl in the street.
‘We need help,’ she said. ‘We have to get to Lizard Point, if you know where that is. Please, we’re not Mistakes, and we’re not spies. But bad people are following us.’
‘Whoever you are, it’s already too late,’ the woman said. With a grin almost of resignation, she looked over her shoulder. Cupping hands around her mouth, she hollered, ‘Redman!’
She was answered by a distant roar. The woman looked back at Marta. She was about thirty-five, and looked normal apart from something that was wrong with her arms. They were longer than they should be, stretching as far as her knees. Her fingers stretched even further, spindly like spiders’ legs.
Marta stepped forward. ‘Please help us!’
‘Bring your people out into the light,’ the woman said. Turning to the girl, she said, ‘Brete, get inside. Fetch your father.’
A man already stood in the doorway. He looked normal, as far as Marta could tell. ‘Who are these people?’ he asked.
‘They say they’re not Wildmen, and they’re not spies. Which begs the question, why are they here?’
‘We have to get to Lizard Point,’ Marta shouted.
The others had grouped up behind her. Carl and Ishael trained their guns on the darkness behind them. Jess had a knife in each hand. Paul and Reeder hovered at her shoulder.
‘Please!’ Marta shouted again. ‘We’re on the run from the government!’
‘Forget these people,’ Paul said, putting a hand on her shoulder. ‘We need to get out of sight.’
Others had appeared further down the street. Doors opening, people stepping out to see what was happening. One or two started running towards them.
‘Oh my God, what in Heaven’s name is that?’ Reeder said, and for the first time since they had met him Marta heard real fear in his voice. She looked up, and understood why.
Something huge and dark was loping down the street, head hung low, arms almost scrapping the ground. It looked like a human hunched over, but it was the biggest human Marta had ever seen. Even with its head slung forward it towered over the people that it passed.
‘Who is after you?’ the woman demanded.
Marta spread her arms, and for a moment the answer seemed hysterical enough to make her smile. ‘Everyone!’
The man looked at the woman and nodded. He moved past them down the road, ducking into the hedge a few feet beyond them.
‘What’s he–’ Paul began, just as a loud siren wailed and a chain of spotlights flicked on in a ring extending out into the darkness around the houses. The road out of the town lit up, and there, rushing towards them, they saw a motley group of Mistakes.
‘Aim for the legs!’ Ishael shouted.
‘No!’ the woman cried. ‘Gunfire makes them worse! Take your people and follow Jin!’
Jin had to be the man. Appearing from the trees again, he waved at them to follow him back up the street, towards the approaching giant. Owen, Paul and Reeder didn’t hesitate; Carl and Ishael looked around but seemed reluctant to move from their positions. Jess was standing stock still, eyes on their attackers, knives gripped tight.
Then something burst from the trees just a few feet away, leapt over a garden fence and dashed up the road towards them. Carl, closest to it, screamed in terror and spun towards it. His gun went off, and the top of the Mistake’s head exploded, jerking it around. It gave a guttural, metallic howl, then tumbled backwards to the ground, where it twitched and writhed for a few seconds before falling still.
‘No!’ the woman screamed.
A huge cacophony rose from the forest.
‘I told you about guns, you idiots!’
Carl’s mouth fell open. He looked ashamed that his fear had overcome him, endangering them all. Marta felt awful for him, but understood. After the terrible things they had witnessed over the last couple of days, they were all starting to lose control.
‘Go!’ the woman screamed again.
Marta turned, just as the giant man reached them. He was massive, maybe twelve feet tall, his body a thick mass of muscle, his chest covered only by a thin waistcoat which revealed the enormous shoulders that hung on to overlong, muscular arms. His face was a mass of scars, his mouth lopsided, one eye lower than the other. He roared as he rushed at them, arms swinging like scythes.
‘Redman, the Wildmen are coming!’ the woman shouted.
The giant barely seemed to notice her, but his course veered slightly right and he passed by where the Tube Riders crouched, rushing headlong at the phalanx of monsters that came at them down the street. In his wake others came too, some recognizably human, others that resembled Huntsmen, still others who could be one or more different creatures combined, not all of them human.
Jin said, ‘Hurry! We’ll be swamped in minutes. There are far more of them than us.’ He looked back at the woman. ‘Lucy, I’ll take the kids. Be safe.’
She reached up and touched his face. ‘You too. I’ll be there soon.’
He looked at her a moment, then turned and headed up the street, the Tube Riders following him, while around them others moved in the direction of the battle. More cries came from the wilderness beyond the ring of spotlights.
A screaming Mistake who looked mostly human leapt into view from between two houses, dashing into the road in front of them. Jin leapt straight at him, what looked like knives in his hands. The man turned on him, and Jin buried the knives into his chest. The Mistake screamed and collapsed to the ground. Jin barely pushed him off before he started running again. Where knives had been, his hands were human again.
‘This way,’ he shouted back, taking a street heading left. Marta glanced back once before she followed, and saw the Redman in the midst of the battle, huge arms flailing, Mistakes flying through the air like thrown toys. She shivered at the sight of it, but at least it was on their side.
‘Come on,’ Ishael shouted, tugging at her arm. She’d been lingering back; the others were all far ahead now.
They passed through a town square. People dashed back and forth, some involved in little skirmishes, others running away. In the midst of battle it was difficult to tell who were Wildmen and who were not.
‘In there!’ Jin shouted, pointing at a two-floored building ahead of them. Double doors were open, flanked by two men who were ushering others inside. The windows on the lower level were bricked over, while the higher level windows were barred. She saw from the faded sign that it was an old police station.
An explosion came from nearby, followed by a howl. Jin shouted something back that she didn’t hear, just as a group of Mistakes raced into the square through an alleyway. Spears sailed through the air and three of them went down, only for them to climb back up off the floor and move on. One of the children pulled what looked like a pipe out of his clothing, turned and raised it to his mouth. Marta heard a whistling noise, then the nearest Mistake screamed and dropped to the floor, clutching at its eye. The child dashed after Jin.
Mistakes were all around them now. In front of Marta, Jess slashed the neck of one who reached for her, while Carl punched another in the face as Ishael grabbed it and hauled it back. They were just a few yards from the doorway. A hand fell on her shoulder and she swung her clawboard up and around, striking something birdlike in the face. It fell away, screeching.
Carl and Owen had reached the door, Ishael close behind. Paul pushed Jess away from a group of Mistakes grappling each other and dragged her towards the door. Marta was just behind them when she remembered Reeder.
She looked back.
John Reeder lay on the ground, something that looked half amphibian standing over him. His face was covered with blood.
‘No–’ She took a couple of steps towards him, but a strong arm closed around her waist and hauled her back.
‘There’s nothing you can do,’ Jin said, dragging her towards the door.
‘John!’ she screamed, as the creature lifted a metal spear and thrust it down into Reeder’s chest. The man’s face twisted with pain as his head slumped back. His eyes fell on her for a second and his mouth shaped the word, go.
Marta gaped as the creature jerked the spear out of his body and flung it at her, just as Jin pulled her sideways through the door. The spear missed her by inches, hitting the wall behind where she had been standing, clanging to the ground.
Marta stared at the carnage outside. Reeder was just one of a number of bodies that lay scattered around the square. Small groups still fought, battling with sticks or bare hands. Then the door slammed closed, and a huge deadbolt slammed across. Marta closed her eyes and collapsed back into Jin’s arms, tears of anger and frustration stinging her eyes.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five: Tunnel
 
As the convoy rolled past, heading upslope towards the top of the rise, Switch lifted his head. His neck ached from maintaining the position, keeping the guise up while Clayton, the Governor and Dreggo talked just a few feet away. It had been a risk to get so close, but he’d been right that the stench from the garbage would be too much even for the Huntsmen to differentiate him from it.
After separating from the others, he had hidden the jeep out of sight and then headed back to the gate to see what the Department of Civil Affairs would do when they reached the sabotaged checkpoint. As he’d suspected, they didn’t cut through the fence for fear of letting out the Mistakes, but rather headed north towards the next one. Once he realised their plans, he moved ahead of them quickly as the road took them away from the fence, their trucks slower over the old roads. At the next checkpoint he’d found a place to hide the jeep and been in position near the gate long before they arrived.
He rubbed his neck as he moved off towards where he had hidden the jeep in a stand of trees. He’d been able to shift position a little, but they’d still taken far longer than he’d thought necessary just to get the gate open and their trucks underway. He’d sensed that a changing of the guard was in order when Dreggo had disappeared with the Governor and come back wearing a DCA uniform. The man identified as Clayton had obviously suffered some sort of demotion. It was all conflict that might prove useful later, as was the brief conversation he had been waiting so long to hear.
So, the Governor knew where they were going. That in itself erased all need for stealth because they were no longer being tracked, but that the Governor said the tunnel was sealed raised a bigger problem. Letting the Tube Riders run into a trap was the plan; let them head into the tunnel only to find it went nowhere except back, into the waiting teeth of the Huntsmen.
He frowned as he climbed up into the jeep and pulled off, heading due south-west, a map of Ishael’s on the seat beside him, Lizard Point highlighted in red. Out of the field, he turned on to a small road that would take him around and ahead of the DCA, his jeep able to take routes their bigger trucks couldn’t. He pushed the jeep up through the gears, picking up speed, not caring as the small vehicle lurched and jumped through the potholes of the old road. He took a certain delight in driving, something he hadn’t done since he was about fifteen, in the days when there had been enough cars on the roads for it to be worth stealing them. It was no tube ride, but it was fun. Perhaps in another life he might have been a rally driver, he thought.
One of their radios had been lost during the fight in Exeter, and the rest of the Tube Riders had taken the other to stay in contact with William if necessary. The jeep was his only hope now, and he prayed it could handle one last journey. Getting to the tunnel and his friends before the DCA did was his only concern. He had to stop them going into that tunnel.
#
Dark was falling when he finally stopped the jeep at the top of a thin lane and climbed out. His body ached from the rough journey, and his stomach felt queasy. The knife wound in his side was sticky beneath the bandages, as though the rocking and jerking of the jeep had broken open some of the stitches Reeder had redone. He hoped it would hold just a little longer.
From here he could hear the roar of the sea and the grumble of the waves as they battered the cliffs. The damp air was thick with the smell of salt, and Switch breathed it deeply, tasting it back in his throat. He’d never been remotely near the sea before, and he found the smells and the sounds intoxicating. Perhaps, he wondered, he’d also been a sailor in another previous life.
Up ahead of him was a clearing. A wide avenue had been cut through the trees, and a large warehouse stood at the end of a long stretch of tarmac, wide enough for four vehicles shoulder to shoulder, in the lee of a steep hillside silhouetted against the evening sky. Mickelson Packaged Goods read the faded sign above the warehouse door.
This building, he was sure, disguised the entrance to the tunnel. Up the hill to the right another trail led away, and there, at the top of the cliff, were a cluster of huge windmills, their blades beating against the night sky. Below them, where he had just been, was a large shed housing several generators which still hummed with life.
The power was on.
A mile back down the road, he’d come to another fence, another gate. The padlock had been thick with rust, suggesting the place was abandoned. He’d had to break it open, and he’d left the gates wide, figuring that to put back the broken padlock would be a ruse gaining him a few seconds at most. In the entranceway, he’d left the bodies of a couple of Mistakes he’d killed, to try to give the DCA the impression that the gates had been broken in a long time ago.
There was no sign of the other Tube Riders. He had expected them to be here by now, so perhaps they’d encountered further problems. He had faith in them to make it, but their chances of getting here before the Governor and the Huntsmen were slight now. He had a couple of hours on them at most.
He looked up at the warehouse façade, the wide road in front of it, his curiosity rising. The Governor claimed it was sealed, while Ishael thought it went right through to France. Who was right? If the Governor was right, he had to head the Tube Riders off before they got here. But if Ishael was right…
Curiosity got the better of him. He had to know for sure. He had to get inside, and find out for certain whether the tunnel was finished or not.
He approached the huge warehouse doors. They were maybe twenty feet high, tall enough to permit any kind of large cargo or military vehicle.
They were unlocked.
Switch slid them back on metal runners, the doors squealing as years of rust and dirt was scraped away. Sweat poured from his brow, and his throat was dry. He was hungry, thirsty and very, very tired, but he knew that whatever was going to happen was just hours away. First William, and then the streets, had raised him tough; he would last.
Inside, a cavernous darkness awaited him. He pulled a torch from his pocket and flashed it about. At least there were no Huntsmen or DCA agents that he could see. In fact, there didn’t appear to be anything except a thirty foot wide stretch of tarmac, flanked on either side by bare earth.
The whole warehouse looked rather temporary, erected just to cover over something not yet finished but which was best kept secret. He shone his torch to either side, and located a set of switches. Flicking them brought high strip lights reluctantly into life, and the warehouse revealed itself.
At the back a rock wall faced him, broken only by a huge tunnel entrance at the end of the tarmac. A hundred feet high, it angled gently down into darkness. The tunnel looked finished, the roof rounded and polished smooth. Dim emergency lights reminded him of St. Cannerwells, and he could only reflect on how long ago those days seemed now.
Near the entrance was a single floored brick building. Inside, Switch found a dusty computer console and a bank of switches. He flicked a couple to see what would happen. One brought a gust of damp, musty air flowing out of the tunnel, and he knew he’d started up some sort of fan system. He flicked a few more. One, terrifyingly, caused scratchy piano music to boom out. He switched it off quickly, and tried another. This time he got lucky, and a flood of light burst out of the tunnel as huge overhead strip lights came on.
Switch went outside and looked down the slope of the tunnel. It was just an entrance ramp, because a hundred yards further on the tunnel opened out.
He jogged down to take a look. The tarmac stopped at the bottom of the ramp, yielding to bare hewn rock. Lights and fans hummed overhead but the floor of the tunnel wasn’t quite finished, wooden boards and occasional piles of rock debris showing how work had abruptly ceased. To the right of the ramp were a series of huge storage garages built back into the rock, and Switch wondered what was inside. Cutting or clearing vehicles he imagined.
To the left though, was as impressive a sight as he’d ever seen. The entrance was nothing compared to this monster, the tunnel at least two hundred feet wide, and angling downwards below the ocean floor, stretching away as far as he could see. He expected it began to rise at some point, up towards the French side. There was no sign of an end from here, but it could be fifty miles long or more. Slight curves or angles would easily take it out of view.
So, it existed. Now he just needed to know how far it went. Who was right, the Governor or Ishael? Did it stop halfway across the Channel, or was it complete?
He hurried back to the Jeep.
 



Chapter Fifty-Six: Trap
                 
Darkness had completely fallen by the time the Governor’s car led the way up the dirt track to the old tunnel entrance. Dreggo confirmed one of the Tube Riders had been inside, but his scent trail was freshest leading back away down the track, the way they had come. Earlier they had caught the rest of the Tube Riders’ scents heading into a small village a few miles back down the valley. Clayton had wanted to follow them and flush them out, but the Governor had decided it would be far more rational to lie in wait for them near the tunnel entrance. If they survived the Mistakes they would come eventually, he reasoned, and if the Tube Riders didn’t survive, well, so be it.
‘We set up camp back in the trees,’ the Governor told Clayton by radio. ‘Dreggo will have the Huntsmen patrol the area and await the Tube Riders’ approach. My guess is they will come early in the morning, at first light. There is a good chance they will be on foot, so have your men set up sniper positions from the hill above the entrance and in the trees. Remember, no one is to shoot unless on my command. I want them inside the tunnel, where they can’t get out. Get the doors open and see if the lights still work.’
He clicked the radio off and turned to Dreggo. ‘Soon, very soon, things will be back on track and we can get back to running this country.’
Dreggo nodded. Part of her was sick of the countryside and wanted to return to London, while another part was aching to spill the blood of the Tube Riders. The feeling of her fingers breaking open Karmski’s neck returned, and the deliciously euphoric sensation she remembered made her shudder. It would happen again with the Tube Riders, especially the bitch and the little fuck with the bad eye. Then they could go home.
‘Give your commands to the Huntsmen, Dreggo,’ the Governor said. ‘I want the Tube Riders inside the tunnel. The Huntsmen are only to kill them if they come out. Anyone else, though, should be killed immediately. No errors this time.’
‘Yes, sir. Consider it done.’ She quickly established a mind link with the Huntsmen. She could feel their frustration at the long, bumpy journey, and their desire to kill and feast. Now was a time to be wary of them, she knew, because they were liable to disobey her commands if they didn’t do either soon. She warned them, told them to keep themselves alert. One, though, was missing.
Lyen? she sent the link personally to his neuro-frequency. Where are you?
Yes…
Are you all right?
Yes…
She felt the Huntsmen being released from the truck under the supervision of their handlers. Don’t stray far, she told him.
No … stay close.
You are worried?
No…
You will see the girl soon enough.
Girl…
Be patient.
Patient…
She closed the link. He was all right. Showing him the photograph of his sister had been risky, but there was still a chance the knowledge could be useful. If the Tube Riders tried to escape, they might be able to force the girl to give up the memory card in return for her brother’s life. The net was closing, this time for good.
#
Lyen looked around as the other Huntsmen were released from their bonds. One or two snapped at the handlers, but most were calm, aware of their orders and ready.
He slipped into the trees, planning to do a circuit of the clearing and then patrol the area up on the hill. The remaining human part of his mind really wanted to see the ocean. His eyes were good in the dark, and the moon was out, which would help. But, orders were orders.
Or were they? The image of his sister flashed in his mind, and he remembered the moment they had crossed her scent trail and then left it behind. He could go to her now, could see her again, couldn’t he? After all, they were searching for her, because she had done something wrong.
She had to be killed.
Didn’t she?
Lyen cocked his head. Lyen, Dreggo had called him just now. But his name was Leo. Leo Banks.
Lyen was a Huntsman, ordered to ensure the deaths of the Tube Riders. But he was also Leo Banks, brother of Marta, the Tube Rider. Leo Banks had been a Tube Rider too, he remembered now. He had been a Tube Rider and a brother. He was no longer a Tube Rider, but he was still a brother.
Were brothers supposed to kill their sisters?
Lyen was a Huntsman.
Leo Banks was Marta Banks’s brother.
Which one was he? Which one was he supposed to be?
He realised he had walked further into the woods than he had planned. The fence was nearby; he could smell the metal on the wind. Beyond it was the dirt road which they had come up.
That road led back to Marta’s scent. Marta, the Tube Rider and his sister. His target, and his kin. If he followed that road he could find her.
Lyen could kill her.
Leo could love her.
Who was he?
The fence was behind him now. The dirt trail was dark and silent, the night not even broken by the screams of the Mistakes they had been hearing for the last few hours. None of them came here, but there would be Mistakes where Marta was now. Mistakes would try to kill her.
Marta, his sister.
Lyen could kill Mistakes, he could protect her.
Leo could kill Mistakes, he could protect her.
Lyen.
Leo.
Which was he?
Lyen was a Huntsman. Leo was Marta’s brother.
Lyen was Leo.
Leo was Lyen.
They were one and the same.
Marta was in danger.
Leo moved into a slow jog as he headed down the dirt track. Within a few hundred yards, he had broken into a full run.
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven: Goodbyes
         
John Reeder’s death had hung heavily on all of them as they sat together in the basement of the old police station, now converted into a safe house of sorts. The last sounds of the battle above had died down some time ago, as the villagers found cover and the Mistakes lost interest and headed back into the forest. Owen and Carl had fallen into an uneasy sleep, the toil harder on the younger ones than the others, and Ishael knew Carl blamed himself for firing the gun. Ishael blamed himself for giving the order, but as Jin had told them, when the Mistakes came, they came, it was only ever a question of how many.
Jess, unwilling to speak to anyone, had gone off with Paul to help care for the wounded on an upper floor, leaving Marta and Ishael alone. After a while, Marta had fallen asleep, and Ishael had gone off to speak to Jin.
The man’s face was blood-stained from the fight. Sitting on a metal chair, he was wiping himself down with a towel when Ishael approached.
‘I’m sorry,’ Ishael said, taking a seat beside him. ‘I’m sorry we brought them down on your town.’
Jin shrugged. ‘It happens often. Each time we lose a few more. It’s the children we try to keep safe.’
Ishael looked at the man’s arms, at the metal implants that bulged under his skin.
‘Is Lucy all right?’
Jin smiled. ‘I got word that she made it to another safe house. She can take care of herself better than I can.’
Ishael could resist no longer. ‘Why do you fight each other? After all, you’re all…’
‘Mistakes?’
‘Uh, yeah.’
‘Why do white humans fight black humans?’ Jin said. ‘Or humans of one nation fight another? They’re a lot more similar than we are to some of them out there.’
Ishael sighed. ‘It’s how the world is I guess.’
Jin nodded. ‘We’re all government rejects,’ he said. ‘But all of us are different. Back when that fence first went up and the first dumps were made, those of us that maintained a level of rationality banded together. We called ourselves the Free Folk. We made camps, joined with other groups, and eventually made settlements. We repaired houses, planted our own crops, even managed to find a few stray cows which we bred into small herds. We built generators, got the power back on. Together we rediscovered our humanity, but we can never forget what happened to each of us. We are reminded of that every day, when the Mistakes who are too far gone, those we call the Wildmen, wander into the village, or attack us like they did tonight. But we are free now, and we are the lucky ones, the ones able to rebuild. Not all of the people taken by the government were as lucky as us. Many of them are mindless and destructive, more animal than man. They attack us at random. Anything can set them off, a shout, a cry, a closing door.’
‘How do you survive?’
‘Any way we can.’
‘And the children? Were they failed experiments too?’
‘Some of the older ones. The younger ones, though, they’re ours.’
Ishael was surprised. It obviously showed in his face, because Jin said, ‘Not all of us can, but there are more than you might think who can still carry out normal human functions. Like childbirth.’ He dipped the towel into a bucket of water at his feet. ‘One of my children – Brete – was dumped here as a Mistake. The other, Tom, is ours by birth.’
‘That’s wonderful.’
‘It’s a life many of us never thought we’d have.’
Ishael was silent for a moment. He dipped a rag of his own into the bucket, and mopped his own face.
‘I’m sorry about your friend,’ Jin said.
‘Reeder … he was a good man. I didn’t know him very well, but he gave up everything he had to help us.’
‘Then that makes him as good a man as any.’
‘You’re right about that.’ Ishael sighed. ‘Thank you for what you did for us. We’d all be dead now if it wasn’t for you.’
‘We’re wary of anyone we don’t know,’ Jin said. ‘Wildmen come into our village in many guises. But we haven’t lost our humanity.’
‘I’m afraid we might bring worse down on you,’ Ishael said, and briefly recounted what had happened. ‘We have to get to Lizard Point,’ he said. ‘There’s a tunnel there that we can take that will hopefully take us under the Channel to France. We have evidence that could bring war to Mega Britain, and with it, freedom.’
‘While I don’t envy the war, I think everyone wants freedom.’ Jin was thoughtful for a moment. Then he said, ‘We have vehicles. We can take you up to Lizard Point at first light. Before then it’s dangerous to go outside. The Mistakes tend to calm down a little more during daylight.’
‘What about the Huntsmen?’
Jin smiled. ‘How many did you say there were? Ten? Fifteen? Don’t worry about them. The Redman can deal with them.’
‘The Redman … you mean that giant?’
‘He might look fearsome, but his mind is mostly human. In return for the care we give him, he protects us.’ Jin smiled. ‘There are some pretty dangerous Wildmen behind the Fence, but nothing is a match for a raging Redman. Not Huntsmen, not the Governor himself even.’
‘That’s a bold statement.’
‘One you might agree with after seeing him in action.’
Ishael considered. ‘He looked powerful, for sure. But against an organised assault, he’d be just another monster waiting to be tied down.’
Jin cocked his head, still smiling. ‘The Redman is far more intelligent than you give him credit for. A group of Redmen could bring down the government.’
Ishael listened carefully. In his mind, plans began to form. ‘It’s a shame you don’t have more of them.’
Jin looked regretful. ‘There are others about. One of the problems with Redmen is that they’re territorial. When the government filled those babies with growth hormones and animal genes and whatever else, they accidentally put in something that makes them fight each other. The government found that out the first time they tried to use them, which is why the survivors got dumped in here.’
‘Unfortunate.’
‘It is. But our scientists are working on it.’
‘You have scientists?’
‘When you spend the best years of your life as a damn lab rat, it’s not surprising many people want to know what happened to them. Our technology is primitive, built up from nothing. There are other towns with bigger projects going on, but travel is pretty difficult because of the Wildmen. We have few working cars, and a rail line we tried to put down suffered from constant attacks.’ He shrugged. ‘But we’re getting there.’
Ishael sat back in his chair. It was a like a microcosm of social evolution happening right under the government’s nose. The government was throwing away its scientific detritus and that detritus was building itself up into a functioning society, one that was developing awareness and strength. One that could be a huge asset in the event of a war.
‘Do you go beyond the Fence?’ he asked.
‘There are some tunnels. But like I say, it’s difficult to travel safely. For every rationally functioning near-human that gets put inside, there are five Wildmen. Most of the good men don’t make it as far as the towns, though we try to keep a watch on the main depositing points as much as we can.’ He stared at Ishael for a few seconds. ‘Life is hard here, don’t get me wrong. But from what I remember, it’s not that great on the other side of that fence, either.’
Ishael said, ‘Back in Bristol I was the leader of the Underground Movement for Freedom. We have guns, and men. If your men can be organised into a fighting machine, then we can be ready to strike from inside if help comes from Europe.’
Jin laughed. ‘You have grand ideas, my friend, and believe me, we’d like nothing more than to see that bastard cut down from his perch.’
Ishael said the words before he really understood what he was saying: ‘I can help you. The UMF’s network is far-reaching. We have small outposts in most of the major UAs.’
Jin smiled. ‘You’d leave the girl for us?’
‘Who…?’ But Ishael knew he meant Marta. Staying would mean letting her go alone. He didn’t know what might happen between them, but if he stayed behind he might never see her again.
Ishael stood up and walked away, going to a window and peering out into the night. A couple of dim streetlamps burned in the square, but it was otherwise empty.
Could he leave her?
He had grown up a revolutionary, living in tunnels and in basements, attics and sewers. Everyone he’d ever loved was dead, and for as long as he could remember his life had centred on ways to remove the oppression in Mega Britain. Ways to bring down the government. Here, among these people, these Free Folk, he’d found another link, another wedge that if sharpened could be driven into Mega Britain’s charred and polluted heart. But if he stayed behind to help shape it, he would be giving up someone who had come to mean a lot to him over the last few days.
Leaving Jin to finish cleaning up, Ishael went out and back down to the basement room. He went inside and closed the door. Marta was awake, sitting back against the wall, staring at the floor.
‘Hey,’ he said, sitting down beside her and taking her hand.
‘I’m so tired,’ she said. ‘I just can’t sleep. Every time I close my eyes I just see death. Everywhere.’
‘John Reeder was brave,’ Ishael said. ‘And so was Simon. This thing is almost over. A few more hours and you’ll be through that tunnel into France.’
She was weary, but she caught his words immediately. ‘You said ‘you’, Ishael. You’re not coming, are you?’
She was astute. You had to be to survive in Mega Britain, but still she impressed him.
He took her chin in his hand and bent her head towards him. He pushed a dread of hair away from her eyes, and stroked the side of her face. ‘Marta…’
‘Damn you, Ishael.’
‘Marta … I…’
She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed him away. ‘Why do you have to stay?’
‘I can help them get organised. I can make them into an army. When you bring men from Europe we can strike from inside too.’
‘Why can’t they do that for themselves? Why do you have to leave me?’
‘We’ll see each other again,’ he said, hoping his words sounded sure.
‘No, we won’t! It’ll be just like when Simon fell from that fucking train! Over! You’ll die, or I’ll die or…’ Her voice trailed off as he pulled her close. She sobbed as he kissed her, his bruises smarting but his lips desperate, his tongue searching. She melted into him, crying as she pulled the blanket over them.
‘Don’t leave me,’ she cried, tears streaming down her face as she pulled his hands around her body and slipped her own hands under his clothes.
#
Ishael was sleeping quietly beside her when Marta woke. She looked down at him, naked under the blanket, and she felt tears well up in her eyes again. Angrily, she brushed them away and climbed to her feet, pulling her own clothes back on, the dampness of old sweat unpleasant on her skin.
She needed some air, and she needed to be alone. Too much was going through her head.
She went outside, closing the door quietly behind her. She went up the stairs, past other rooms where people were sleeping or talking in hushed tones. She saw Owen and Carl sleeping inside an old cell, a couple of other people lying down beside them.
At the top of the stairs the main door was open. Two men stood guard, peering out into the night.
‘Is it safe?’ she asked. ‘I need some air.’
The Wildmen have gone,’ one guard said. ‘We’ve checked the perimeters and secured the town, but a lot of people like to stay inside the safe houses, just in case.’
‘If you go outside just don’t make any noise,’ the other added. ‘Don’t stray too far from the safe house.’
‘Sure, no problem.’
She stepped out into the square, immediately letting out a tiny gasp as she found the huge Redman sitting just outside, leaning back against an old monument. He watched her through big eyes, his chest rising and falling with slow breaths. He was even more impressive at rest, close to three times her height, his legs and arms as thick as tree trunks, his fingers alone almost the length of her arms.
They watched each other. Marta noticed blood on the Redman’s waistcoat.
‘Are you hurt?’ she asked.
The Redman’s table-sized head rocked slowly back and forth. ‘A couple of scratches,’ he said, in a deep voice that was surprisingly human. ‘Always, just a couple of scratches. They can’t hurt Redman.’
‘I’m happy you’re safe.’
‘I’m hungry.’
Marta smiled. ‘Me too.’ She nodded to the left, towards a quiet street that was well lit, heading up towards what looked like a smaller square with a water fountain. ‘I just need a little walk. It’s been a long day.’
The Redman nodded. ‘Keep eyes open. Be safe.’
‘Thank you.’
Marta headed off, a thousand conflicting thoughts buzzing through her head like flies, and just for a moment she wished they would all clear off long enough for her to enjoy the moonlit night and the peace of what had once been a tranquil little country town.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight: Reunion
 
Leo’s chest heaved as he came to a stop, several miles of running making his legs and feet throb. Up ahead of him the lights of the town rose out of the trees. He’d heard sounds of a commotion before, but the battle or whatever it was had died down now, and as he crept closer through the trees he heard nothing but the occasional hoot of an owl.
He froze, sensing something standing close to him in the darkness. It was one of the failed people, one who never made it to be a Huntsman. The figure was a few feet away, not moving, its back to him.
Leo took two quick steps forward and broke the man’s neck, then lowered the body quietly to the ground.
Sleeping, resting or not, dangerous creatures became enemies on waking. It was best to have them eliminated.
He approached the first houses, dropping onto his belly to crawl through the last undergrowth before he reached a clearing illuminated by a large spotlight attached to a pole. Across the clearing the town started. He could see a thin alleyway ahead of him, blocked only by a barbed wire fence.
Leo assessed the situation. The creatures in the forest had attacked the creatures in the town, something that happened regularly he assumed, given the spotlights and the barbed wire that hung across the spaces between the houses. From what he’d seen though, the creatures attacked wildly with careless abandon. No one would expect someone to use stealth.
Huntsmen, too, had problems with stealth sometimes, especially during periods of hunger. But Leo was remembering a time before he used to be a Huntsman, when he’d had better control of himself. On his stomach, he crawled across the clearing and found a space beneath the wire to squeeze through.
He followed the alleyway to a junction, where he paused and sniffed the air, his ears pricked for sounds of approach. Marta’s scent led off to the left, but as he turned his head back and forth he caught wind of a fresher scent coming from the right. He turned that way, walking slowly with his hood up, appearing to anyone who noticed like another of the townsfolk returning home.
He had expected to have to kill or break into buildings to get at her, but as he turned another corner, he was surprised to see her, standing a few hundred feet away next to a dry fountain, one hand trailing in the basin where water had once fallen.
Marta, his sister. He felt a lump in his chest pushing up into his throat, and a low growl escaped his lips.
To him, she was beautifully human, a living memory of his past that the government had failed to erase. But to her, he was still a Huntsman, and he knew it would be difficult to get close without her raising the alarm.
Leo moved towards the nearest buildings, stepping into the shadows where he was unlikely to be seen, and began his approach.
#
‘He’s gone, sir,’ Dreggo said, jogging up to the Governor as he stood near the top of the ramp down into the tunnel. ‘The Huntsman Lyen, the one who used to be Leo Banks.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘He’s ignoring my instructions and he won’t respond. I can hear him, but he’s blocking his thoughts. He’s distant though. I think he’s gone after her.’
‘His sister?’
‘Yes.’
The Governor frowned. ‘This is … unexpected. We may have to change our plans.’
‘Sir, I think he’s heading into the village to warn her.’
The Governor’s white face flushed with anger. ‘We cannot have that. We may have to abort the trap and take them in the town. At worst they will come running here. There is nowhere else for them to go.’
Dreggo closed her eyes and concentrated. ‘Sir, I can … feel the Mistakes. The ones in the forest. I can sense something has happened.’
The Governor looked hard at her. ‘Can you control them?’
‘I don’t know … maybe.’
The Governor’s eyes blazed. ‘Do it. Call forth their rage, Dreggo. Bring them down on that town with fire in their eyes and hate in their hearts. And while chaos ensues, we will capture the Tube Riders and finish this.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Dreggo moved off as the Governor called out for Clayton to assemble his men. She closed her eyes and sent her thoughts out to the Huntsmen and to the people who had almost been Huntsmen. She called forth their anger, sought out their rage. And distantly, through her mind, she heard them begin to respond.
‘My Huntsmen … I command you to go to war,’ she whispered aloud. Around her she heard their minds spark into life and their bodies begin to move as they turned and sprinted through the trees, back in the direction of the dirt road and beyond it, five or six miles away, the town where the Tube Riders were hiding.
And among the nearby fields and the forests, she felt a buzz rise into the air as hundreds of shattered human minds began to boil with anger, brush away the pain of their wounds, and turn their thoughts to one last assault on the people who had hurt them.
#
Switch was having a good day. Lying in the grass feigning death not far from where the Huntsmen and the DCA agents patrolled, he watched with surprise as the men began to climb up into the trucks which then turned around and headed back down the road away from the tunnel entrance.
He was soaked in the blood of a Mistake he had killed, his clothes doused, his hair, his face, his hands sticky with it. It stank beyond belief, to the point where he had retched until his stomach was empty of the last of Reeder’s breakfast and then some, but the ruse had worked. He’d overheard Clayton telling the Governor he thought there were Mistakes in the tunnel, and a Huntsman had patrolled just a few feet to the left of where he lay still without giving him more than a brief glance.
But now they were all leaving. There were two agents up on the hill, covering the entrance with sniper rifles, but he would easily kill them once the others were gone. Where were they going? What had happened to cause them to leave?
He sensed the others were in danger, but at the least their urgency and the leaving of the guards meant his friends were still alive. He had to help them, but first of all he had to secure the tunnel entrance.
Pulling a knife from his pocket, he began to shimmy through the long grass like a deadly snake, towards where the land began to rise.
#
Leo knew it was almost too late when the cacophony began behind him. He let his mind relax and the sounds flooded in, the Mistakes in the forest creating a backdrop to the roars of the Huntsmen, and above it all, the shrieking commands of Dreggo, their assumed leader. They were coming, all of them, and within minutes the village would be turned back into a battle zone.
Marta, just twenty feet ahead of where he crouched in a doorway, had heard it too. She looked around as though having just woken up, and the dim street lights reflected tears in her eyes.
She stood up. This was his chance, his only chance, before she was gone again.
He stepped out of the shadows.
‘Marta…’
She turned. For a moment her face didn’t change, then suddenly she seemed to recognise he was different to the other Mistakes in the town.
‘Huntsman!’ she gasped, backing off.
‘No!’ he growled, unable to think of anything else to say, and then, trying to prove he wasn’t a threat, he slumped forward onto his knees, his hands spread wide on the ground in a praying gesture he hoped would look submissive and harmless.
Marta had been about to run, but now she paused. Perhaps she thought he was injured. Leo had only had seconds to make her understand before she called out for help.
For a moment his own name eluded him, so he used hers. ‘Marta … sister.’ He lifted up one hand and pulled the hood back so that she could see what was left of his face.
She stared at him for another long second. Then her mouth fell open, and she began to cry.
#
It was him. Leo. Her brother. She recognised his eyes, the deep blue that mirrored hers. The rest of his face was a mess, a doglike snout covering where his mouth had been, wires protruding from his temples and feeding in through holes in his neck. She was repulsed and joyous at the same time, washed away by a wave of emotions. Her brother wasn’t dead after all. He was right here in front of her, but he had been subjected to a fate that might actually be worse than death.
She couldn’t stop the tears that flooded down her face. ‘Oh my ... what have they done to you…?’
‘Huntsman…’
‘Why?’
‘Tunnel … Governor … Dreggo … wait for you … run, Marta…’
Her hands, tentative at first, cupped his face. She could feel metal under his skin. ‘Leo, come with us, we can save you!’
‘I … save you.’ He frowned, and a strange yelping noise came from his throat. She thought he might be crying. ‘They come … now. You … must … hide.’
Marta looked up, hearing the wail of the Mistakes. From somewhere not far away, she heard what sounded like an explosion. They were attacking again.
She climbed to her feet, pulling Leo up with her. ‘Come on. We have to get back to the safe house.’
He stopped. ‘No. They attack … safe house.’
People were running past her now, people with spears and knives, running in the direction of the perimeter. The attack was imminent.
‘This way,’ she said, leading them into an alley. ‘We can get back to the safe house, find the others, and then–’
A Huntsman stepped out in front of her.
Marta screamed and turned back. Another Huntsman appeared behind them.
‘Lyen,’ the first Huntsman growled. ‘Lyen have … Tube Rider?’
Leo put an arm around Marta. ‘Prisoner,’ he said.
‘Kill her,’ the second Huntsman ordered.
‘Prisoner,’ he repeated.
The first Huntsman sniffed at the air. ‘Lyen … Tube Rider … smell same.’
The second Huntsman growled. ‘Lyen … is … traitor!’
With a roar, the two Huntsmen leapt forward in attack.
#
Clayton’s DCA convoy pulled up just outside the town. Ahead of them, the Governor and Dreggo climbed out of their car and headed straight into the fray, through the last trees and into the town, even as crazed Mistakes dashed past them and threw themselves headlong into the barbed wire. The Huntsmen were in there already, and now he was supposed to order his own men to join the carnage.
He couldn’t decide who he hated most. The Governor and Dreggo, for their treatment of him, the Tube Riders for continuing to elude him, or himself for becoming a mere pawn in a war he didn’t believe in.
He got out of the land cruiser. ‘Get in there,’ he said to the men as they climbed down from the trucks. ‘Keep alert, wait for my command.’
As they headed into the battle, Clayton pulled his gun and followed, trying all the while to swallow down the realization that he might be walking to his death.
#
With a frenzy the Free Folk had never seen before, the Wildmen surged back into the village, flinging themselves at the doors of the safe houses while defenders fought to repel them. Ishael, watching from the second floor of the old police station with Jin at his side, knew that this time there would be no respite, that this time there were forces beyond simple insanity that were driving the Wildmen forward.
Down in the square, the Redman fought like a machine, flinging groups of Wildmen aside, a series of volcanic roars erupting from his throat. Across the square, Jin saw a group of shadowy figures standing back in the alleyways, and then a volley of bolts swept across the square and thudded into the Redman, knocking him back and away from the safe house door. The Wildmen surged forward, battering the windows and the door, trying to tear it down with their hands alone.
‘We have to go out,’ Ishael said beside him, his voice desperate. ‘Marta’s out there somewhere, and they’ll break through eventually.’
‘They’ve come for you,’ Jin said grimly, but there was no accusation in his voice. ‘We’ll get a car for your people ready on the northern edge of the town. Get them together. When we counter-attack, you have to go.’
‘What about Marta?’
‘I can’t help her. If she’s out there, she’s on her own.’
Jin’s words stung. Ishael remembered waking and finding her gone, and knew that his words had driven her away. Now she was out there, in danger, and it was his fault. He cried out and punched the wall in frustration, sending slivers of agony from his missing fingernails up through his arm.
#
Jess listened to the commotion outside. The battle was on again, and this time it wouldn’t end. She pulled two knives from her belt and headed for the entrance, where a group of Free Folk were gathering in preparation for a counter strike.
‘I’m coming, Simon,’ she whispered.
#
Paul, Carl and Owen were standing in the corridor when Ishael and Jin came down the stairs towards them.
‘Where are Marta and Jess?’ Paul said.
Before Paul could answer, there was a crash from the entrance lobby, and a roar from the Free Folk as they rushed out to join the fight. Among the screams they heard a familiar girl’s voice.
‘Outside,’ Ishael said, and headed for the door. ‘Come on!’
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine: Conflicts
 
Leo threw the first Huntsman off, reaching for the crossbow at his belt as he turned, using his other hand to push the second Huntsman away. Somewhere nearby, Marta screamed.
Leo kept his crossbow loaded at all times, unlike some other Huntsmen. He pulled it up as the first attacked again, and fired the bolt off into the Huntsman’s face. The creature fell back, shrieking with pain and clutching at the bolt protruding from its cheek. Leo saw Marta rushing forward with a brick, just as the second leapt on him from behind, claws tearing at his face.
He twisted back, slamming the Huntsman into a wall, at the same moment that something hard and metal jabbed into his side.
The Huntsman fell away, and Leo pulled the knife free. The wound was bad, but not serious. He turned and threw the knife at the Huntsman, who was trying to load his crossbow. The Huntsman ducked, and the knife clanged off the wall behind it.
The first Huntsman was dead, its head a bloody pulp. Marta, her face hard, resilient, stood over it, covered in gore and breathing heavily. Leo leapt at the second Huntsman, knocking its crossbow away. It pulled another knife from its belt and slashed at him, but he punched its face and twisted its other arm behind it, bending until he felt the bones snap, the metal insertions breaking through the skin.
The Huntsman screamed. Leo reached for its neck but its teeth snapped at him, tearing open his shoulder. He roared in pain and raked its face, feeling an eye burst under his claws. The Huntsman gave him one last slash across the chest, and then Leo got his hands around its throat and pulled, hot blood and fluid washing over him as it died. He flung the body away.
‘Marta…’
Marta was looking at him, a shell-shocked expression on her face.
‘Safe now … find others … escape.’
‘Leo, look out!’
He started to turn as she screamed, but even before he saw Dreggo’s half-metal face at his shoulder he felt the spear she had thrust into his back. His body jerked upwards as the spear ripped through organs, and he tried to speak but no words would come. He saw Marta rush forward only for Dreggo to knock her away, and then he was on his knees with Dreggo standing over him.
‘You betrayed me, and you betrayed us,’ Dreggo said. ‘It’s a shame you won’t get to watch your sister die.’ She lifted the spear over her head and rammed it deep into Leo’s chest.
Leo saw a million things flash before his eyes as the spear pierced his heart. He saw operating tables and needles, dark cells and strong chains. He saw death, pain, murder, hatred. And then he saw light, the smiles of Marta, his parents, his friends. He felt warmth and love, arms tight around him. He saw beauty and peace.
And then, as he closed his eyes, he saw light again.
#
Marta threw the brick at Dreggo as her brother slumped forward, the spear still protruding from his chest near the shoulder, but it bounced harmlessly off her shoulder. Dreggo turned to her and smiled as she wrenched the spear free.
‘Now it’s time to join your brother,’ she said, moving forward.
#
The Governor stepped into the square. In front of him, the huge Redman was at the front of a counter-attack as a group of Free Folk forced the Wildmen back from the safe house. Several Huntsmen and DCA agents were down, while others fired shots or quarrels from the alleyways.
The Governor lifted his hands. A smile creased his lips.
Summoning all his power, he flung back the Free Folk and Wildmen alike, a wall of kinetic energy smashing into them like an invisible train. He felt his shoulders immediately sag, the power sapping his strength, and he gasped for air as he readied a second attack. Across the square, men, women and beasts lay stunned or dead. As the survivors began to climb wearily back to their feet, he unleashed a second blast, strong enough to break windows and send shards of glass raining down on the people back by the door of the safe house. Others were smashed against the walls, bones cracking, bodies slumping dead.
The Governor smiled. They were no match for him. He possessed a power no one in the world could fight against. A group of misfits and failed experiments had no chance against his strength.
As he felt the power begin to build again, he looked back towards the safe house and the depleted ranks of the defenders, just as the Redman’s massive fist slammed into his smugly grinning face.
#
With a thunderous roar, the Redman lifted the Governor and flung him at the stone monument in the centre of the square. The Governor struck it head first and fell in a crumpled heap at its base. The Redman rushed forward and again lifted the Governor in its massive arms. As the Governor looked up, his eyes groggy, the Redman smote him against the ground, smashing the Governor how a child might beat a hated rag doll.
In his mind, the Redman remembered this milk-white monster, the man at the doorway of the cell where they held him chained, nodding with satisfaction as the scientists ran currents of electricity through the Redman’s body and injected him with substances that made the Redman feel like his eyes were being pierced by needles.
The Redman associated nothing but pain with this man, and as he smote him over and over again, he could think only to destroy this monster, to break him like so many others had been broken.
Then suddenly, the Governor’s arm snaked up, and the Redman felt bones in his wrist snapping as the Governor’s impossibly strong fingers gripped him and twisted his arm away.
The Redman roared in pain.
The Governor, his face stained with a pinky-white blood, smiled.
‘You dare to fight me? You? I created you!’
The Governor gripped the Redman’s shoulders and flung the monster over his head. The Redman slammed down on his back. He looked up as the Governor came to stand over him, red eyes narrowed. As the Redman tried to rise, an invisible weight pressed down on him, pushing him down. The Redman writhed, trying to get up, but the Governor’s power was too strong.
‘You fought bravely, beast,’ the Governor said. ‘I only wish you could have been fighting for me.’ The Governor closed his eyes. Redman heard a cracking, splintering sound, and roared one final time as the building above him began to collapse, a waterfall of masonry raining down on his head. The Governor jumped aside as bricks and lintels crashed down, burying the Redman under the rock.
#
As the dust settled, nothing remained visible of the Redman. The Governor let his breath come heavy, the exertion of the fight almost too much for him. He would never let be it known, but his power had grown weak through years of neglect, and the Redman, one of a group of mere foot soldiers created under his watchful eye, had come a lot closer to victory than he found it comfortable to admit. It was time to start awakening his power if he hoped to win this battle and make Mega Britain safe again.
He looked around the square, now deserted. Down side streets he could hear the sounds of a battle still raging. He let his mind drift, searching for Dreggo.
When he found her, he frowned. In danger? Surely there were no more surprises these people could conjure up?
He turned and headed off down the nearest side street, his mind searching for her.
#
Marta showed no intention of running away. She jumped at Dreggo even as the half-human former Cross Jumper came for her.
‘I’ll kill you, you evil fucking bitch!’ Marta screamed, grappling with Dreggo, trying to get at her eyes.
At first Dreggo was a little taken aback by the ferocity of the assault, but her strength began to tell as she pushed Marta away and punched her in the face, knocking the Tube Rider to the ground. As Marta tried to twist out of range, Dreggo grabbed her from behind, planning to finish it quickly.
Then something happened.
The whole world turned white.
Dreggo screamed as pain surged through her like a phalange of firebrands. She squeezed her good eye shut until she thought it would burst, and she raked her own body with her hands as she rolled across the ground. She felt Marta slipping away from her, and through the agony that wanted to destroy her she screamed the only word that could possibly offer a solution:
‘Clayton!’
#
He stepped out of the shadows to stand beside Dreggo’s writhing form, his finger pressed so hard on the button of the stun control that the nail was white. With his other finger he turned a dial on the side up to the highest setting.
‘Tell that bastard downstairs I’ll see him soon,’ Clayton shouted at her.
It was all he could do to stop himself kicking her as she lay at his feet. When finally he relaxed his finger, Dreggo was barely moving. A small groan dribbled from her throat and her body shook with spasms. Clayton looked up and saw Marta, one of the girl Tube Riders, standing a few feet away, staring at him, open-mouthed. She was covered head to toe in blood and gore.
‘Is she dead?’ Marta asked.
‘She will be when I’m done with her. Go now. Take your people and head for the tunnel on the coast.’ He flicked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘The Governor thinks it’s a dead end. He planned to trap you there, but I’ve seen the plans. It’s finished. It goes all the way through. Get across and you’re safe, but you have to go now. The Governor is here, in this village. You do not have much time.’
Marta nodded. ‘Thank you.’ She seemed reluctant to move. She looked down at Leo’s body and pointed. ‘He was my brother,’ she said.
‘I know. And I’m sorry it had to be this way. I’m sorry that any of this had to happen. I’m sorry you had to live in this world, but if I can do just one good thing in my life … just one thing that helps someone … go now!’
Marta flashed him a quick smile of thanks then turned and ran. For a few seconds Clayton watched her go. Then he pulled a radio from his belt and switched it to his agents’ common frequency.
‘Agents of the DCA, this is your Commander, Leland Clayton,’ he said. ‘Something has gone wrong with the Huntsmen. The Governor has given the order to kill them all. Shoot on sight.’
He switched the radio off. He put it back on his belt and pulled his gun. Looking down at Dreggo, he said, ‘It ends now, you fucking monster.’
He lifted his gun, but before he could pull the trigger, a voice from behind him said: ‘Do you know the meaning of the word, “treason”, Mr. Clayton?’
Clayton spun as fast as his training would allow. He brought up the gun with which he had dealt countless deaths, and his marksman’s eye pulled the trigger on the man standing in the road behind him. He was quick, but the Governor was no mere human. Another man would have been dead, but the Governor moved just enough to take the bullet low in his shoulder instead of his heart. He grunted and staggered, but not before the gun had been torn from Clayton’s hand by an invisible force Clayton would not have believed possible, leaving his fingers sore and aching.
The Governor took a step forward. He lifted his hands, but this time he didn’t send Clayton tumbling away from him. Clayton jerked forward, and the Governor’s hands closed around his neck.
‘An eye for an eye, Mr. Clayton,’ the Governor said.
Clayton looked up into the Governor’s eyes as the iron grip tightened, and in the seconds before blackness claimed him forever, he stared deep into those crimson eyes, and was sure he could see the face of the devil himself there. The devil appeared to be smiling.
Clayton smiled back.
#
Marta had run down a couple of streets when she heard someone shouting her name. Turning, she saw Ishael running towards her. She fell into his arms, crying.
‘Thank God,’ he gasped. ‘Quickly, you have to go. There’s a car.’
Marta couldn’t speak. Her throat felt dry and cracked, and no words would come. Ishael kissed her forehead and dragged her after him. A couple of minutes later they turned a corner and found a car waiting in front of them, its engine idling. In the back were Carl, Owen and Jess. Paul sat at the wheel. Jin stood beside the open front passenger door, with Lucy next to him.
Ishael didn’t say a word as he pushed her inside and shut the door. The window had been broken, so Ishael leaned down and kissed her quickly on the lips. ‘I love you, Marta Tube Rider,’ he said.
‘They took my brother, don’t you leave me too!’ she cried, finding her voice at last. She tried to hold on to his arm, but Paul pulled her back.
‘Marta, we have to finish this!’
‘You have to go now,’ Jin said. ‘The Huntsmen are all here. The tunnel entrance is clear.’
‘Ishael!’
He pulled her hand off his arm. ‘I’ll see you very soon,’ he said. ‘In a better place.’
Marta felt Jess’s arms around her shoulders as Paul steered the car away. From the back she could hear both Carl and Owen sobbing. Through the window, she saw Ishael standing beside Jin and Lucy, his arm raised. Then they turned out of sight.
She tried to stop herself from crying, but she couldn’t. Tears rolled down her cheeks, cutting little channels in the grime and blood.
#
Dreggo opened her eyes to see the Governor’s bloody face leaning over her. His shirt, too, was soaked with blood, and had a burn hole near the shoulder.
He reached out to pull her up.
For a moment she couldn’t stand, but the Governor held her steady.
‘My Dreggo,’ he said, his rumbling voice containing a hint of sadness. ‘What has he done to you?’
Dreggo looked down at herself. Parts of her clothing had been torn away, and the skin of her legs and chest bubbled with burn blisters. When she reached up to touch her face her skin was damp with blood and pus. Her whole body shook. She could still feel the shocks of pain coursing through her, and her vision seemed to flicker, as though her mind were switching on and off.
Clayton’s bloodied body lay not far away. Beyond him was the body of a Huntsman, Lyen. Two others lay nearby.
Things started to come back to her in flashes.
‘We have to go,’ the Governor said. ‘This finishes tonight.’
 



Chapter Sixty: Last Stand
 
Switch heard the vehicle before he saw it and ducked out of sight, expecting it to signal the return of Clayton’s men. Instead, an unfamiliar car bumped into the clearing and skidded to a halt just short of the warehouse doors. Switch recognised Paul at the wheel, and he hesitated only a second before dashing from cover, shouting the names of his friends as he ran.
Someone cried out in alarm and he saw a gun barrel appear at the rear window. He dived to the right as the gun went off, the muzzle flaring bright in the darkness. Rolling back to his feet, he remembered he was still caked head to toe in someone else’s blood.
‘It’s me, you idiots! It’s Switch!’
Someone else pushed the gun barrel aside as it roared again, but this time the bullet embedded itself harmlessly into the ground.
‘Sorry!’ Owen shouted. ‘Can’t be too careful what with all these monsters about!’
Switch unable to suppress a grin. The boy was like a twelve-year-old version of himself. Had he been behind the gun, faced with some screaming, blood-soaked man, he would have fired three times.
Paul climbed out of the car. ‘God, it’s good to see you again.’
‘And you,’ Switch replied. ‘What happened down there?’
Paul shook his head. ‘It’s difficult to explain ... just carnage. Complete and utter carnage. Reeder is dead. Ishael stayed behind. One of the Huntsmen was Marta’s brother –’
‘What?’
‘It’s complicated.’
‘Sounds it. The Governor, Dreggo and the Huntsmen?’
‘Still in the village when we got away.’
‘Good, that gives us time.’
‘Switch!’ Marta shouted from of the car. ‘Are you all right?’
‘Never better, apart from the fucking smell. You need to hurry. You might have a head start now but it won’t last long. The tunnel entrance is inside the warehouse. You need to take the car down into the tunnel and start driving.’
‘What about you?’
‘I’ll be right behind you. I have work to do before they get here. To cover our backs, make sure they can’t follow. Just trust me, I’ll be fine.’
‘Don’t leave us!’
‘I’ll be following behind you. Unfortunately, so will the Huntsmen if I don’t cover our asses.’ He slapped Paul on the back. ‘Get in the car. I’ll get the doors open.’
As Switch reached the warehouse doors and flung them open, he heard the first howling from the woods. He shook his head. God, they were relentless.
After killing the guards, he had made sure the lights were still on, and then disabled the switches to make sure there was no way they could be turned off. He’d faced the Huntsmen in dark tunnels once before, and he had no intention of doing it again.
As Paul drove the car through the opening, Switch lifted a hand to wave. Once again, he thought, it might be the last time, but for their sakes he hoped it wasn’t. If they didn’t see him again, they would all be dead.
The car disappeared out of sight down the entrance ramp. Switch counted the seconds in his head. He had got up to around two hundred before he heard the sound of vehicles approaching. He ducked back into the nearest trees as a truck pulled into the clearing. Just one now, he observed. The battle had taken its toll on them, too, it seemed.
The truck paused just long enough for the driver to see that the warehouse doors were open. Switch thought the Governor was driving, but it was difficult to be sure. The truck moved on inside, cautiously, as though expecting a trap.
Good, he thought. Give the others a little more time to get a head start. Every second helps.
Switch waited a few seconds before stepping out of the trees. He was about to head for the tunnel entrance when he heard movement behind him. He turned to see several Huntsmen burst out of the trees, sprinting for the warehouse entrance, hoods pulled over their faces and crossbows ready in their hands.
Switch dived to the floor as death raced passed him, aware that any one of them might spot him and bring the whole wraithlike group his way. He would have no chance; you only got so many lives, after all. But they didn’t, his bloody disguise still holding true as they raced after the truck and down into the tunnel, moving at speeds unnatural for any normal human. He counted ten, the last of their host.
He lay on the grass, holding his breath, until a couple of minutes had passed. No other Huntsmen came.
Hoping his luck would hold just a little longer, Switch climbed to his feet and followed them down into the tunnel.
#
Paul pushed the car hard as it bumped along the uneven tunnel floor. In the back seat, Owen and Carl had their guns pointing out through the broken glass of the rear windscreen. Jess sat on the left, directly behind Marta. Paul couldn’t hear what Jess was saying as she leaned forward, but Marta had calmed down since the flight from the village. Paul had never seen her so upset before, as though the events of the past few days had finally broken her. Jess, on the other hand, seemed to have pulled through losing Simon and was growing in strength.
The immense tunnel stretched away ahead of them. Paul took a path along the left side, because the centre was covered with dusty tarps and wooden boards, as though the floor had never been finished. Even along the side he constantly had to steer round outcrops of rock both from the walls and the floor, as though the drilling equipment had failed to break through some harder seams.
For the first couple of miles the tunnel angled gradually downward before leveling out. The ceiling got lower and the walls closed in, but even after they had been driving for twenty minutes it was still fifty feet above their heads.
‘Can you see France yet?’ Owen shouted.
‘Not yet! About another half an hour!’
‘I’m hungry. Order me a baguette at the first café we get to!’
‘Will do,’ Paul said. His brother sounded slightly hysterical, and Paul knew Owen was making a conscious effort to keep up the humour. If Owen let the events of the last couple of days get to him it might simply fry his mind. While Paul didn’t share his brother’s forced enthusiasm, he did feel like a weight had come off his chest for the first time in years. Almost there…
The tunnel meandered gently back and forth. Paul could always see a mile or so ahead. ‘Any sign of pursuit?’ he asked.
‘Not yet. Whatever Switch did, it looks like he did a good job,’ Owen said.
Paul nodded. Switch. He hoped his friend made it. He wouldn’t mind sitting in a café in France with him, sharing a few stories. Talking about their adventures–
Paul’s blood went cold. His mouth dropped open and he stared, disbelieving.
‘Is that … what I think it is?’ Marta gasped from the passenger seat.
‘I don’t … I don’t know,’ he said.
‘It’s blocked!’ Jess shouted. ‘They were wrong. They were all wrong. It’s not finished at all!’
‘That man lied to me,’ Marta said. ‘He told me it was finished!’
Paul slowed the car. Ahead of them they saw what they’d been dreading, the only thing that could possibly stand between them and safety.
An impassable wall of grey rock.
The tunnel ended abruptly. The construction work continued right up to the rock wall, the boards on the floor, and the piles of old scaffolding over on the far side. The rock face rose sheer out of the earth, stretching high over them to where it joined the ceiling above.
‘Here they come!’ Carl shouted, his voice breaking up. Paul thought he might be crying.
Paul stopped the car a short distance from the end of the tunnel. His heart felt as heavy as lead. His legs sagged as he climbed out and looked back, seeing a black car bouncing along the tunnel floor towards them. He had never faced his own death before, and the way it made him feel was stunning, the most hollow, empty, helpless feeling he’d ever experienced.
‘Paul, get yourself together,’ Owen said beside him. ‘If this is it, we die like men, yeah? Not cowards.’
Paul looked at his brother, and his heart burned with love for him. He put an arm around Owen’s shoulders and pulled him close. ‘I–’
‘Don’t fucking say it,’ Owen said, grinning. ‘Jesus Christ, what kind of a pussy are you? We’ve got fighting to do.’
Paul started to laugh. A moment later Carl joined in. Within seconds they were all laughing, even Jess, united in their helplessness, but still, at the end, together.
Marta took a deep breath. From her face Paul could see she was swallowing down hysteria and trying to stand tall as their leader.
‘Get behind the car,’ she said. ‘Here we make our last stand. The Tube Riders. Live together … die together.’
‘Maybe they’ll write books about us,’ Owen quipped.
‘A stage play,’ Carl said, his voice trembling.
‘Whoever plays Paul will be a woman in drag,’ Owen said.
‘And whoever plays you will be a girl in a pink dress,’ Paul said.
Owen raised an eyebrow. ‘Man, you suck at retorts.’ He grinned insanely. ‘Come on, let’s kill monsters!’
‘Yeah!’
‘Yeah!’ A cheer went up from the others. Owen and Carl took up positions behind the car. Jess handed out knives to Paul and Marta, who pulled her pepper spray out of a pocket in her shirt, wondering if she would finally get a chance to use it.
About fifty yards away, the car stopped. The engine cut off, and the doors opened. The Governor climbed out of one side, Dreggo from the other. The human half of the girl’s face was all burned up. Beside him, he felt Marta tense.
‘I thought she was dead,’ Marta said. She turned to him. ‘Give me the gun, Paul. Give me the gun!’
‘Wait, just wait a minute.’
‘Now!’
‘Grab her, Carl.’
Carl wrapped his arms around Marta as she tried to struggle free. Behind the car, Paul saw shadowy figures approaching down the tunnel. The last of the Huntsmen.
Carl had managed to calm Marta enough to keep her quiet. Paul glanced up over the bonnet of the car just long enough to see the Governor take a couple of steps forward. Paul had seen him briefly from a distance during the Governor’s battle with the Redman, but now, seeing him up close, he felt overawed. This was the man who had built the perimeter walls, this was the man who had separated Britain up into sections and given the country a new name. This was the man in whose name the Department of Civil Affairs rounded up supposed dissidents and left them to rot in government cells. This was the man whose spacecraft crashed and burned into the streets of London, the man on whose hands was the blood of so many.
This was their leader.
Either the Governor didn’t know they had guns, or he didn’t care, because he had no cover. He spread his arms like a priest addressing a congregation.
‘Give up, Tube Riders,’ he shouted. ‘It’s over.’ Behind him, the last Huntsmen assembled behind Dreggo. With her consortium of wraiths the girl looked like the Gatekeeper of Hell itself.
‘We will spare your lives, if you give up without a fight,’ the Governor continued. ‘You have something that we want, that’s all. Standing your ground now is futile. You cannot escape, but you can die. And you will die if you try to fight, I can assure you of that.’
Paul glanced at the others, but it was Jess who stood up, in plain view. ‘One day, you’ll get what you deserve!’ she shouted. ‘For everything you’ve done, for everyone you’ve killed and who has died in your name. You will see justice, you fucking ugly, milk-faced freak–’
The Governor started to open his mouth, but confusion suddenly spread over his face. He looked from side to side, frowning, as though searching for something. It took Paul a moment to realise what it was, for at first it was something so familiar to him that he hadn’t even noticed it.
‘Oh my God,’ Marta said. ‘Look!’
Behind them, back up the tunnel, two huge headlights appeared, accompanied by a roaring ocean of sound. It was a sound they all knew, one they had waited for a thousand times.
A train.
It rushed towards them down the centre of the tunnel, pushing a wave of splintering wood and flapping tarpaulin in front of it. Paul suddenly understood the mess in the centre of the tunnel: it had covered rails, rails that this monstrous, ancient freight train was now uncovering as it roared towards them, munching up the ground in front of it.
‘It’s going to crash!’ Jess shouted, but Carl, a sudden realization dawning in his face, picked a chunk of broken masonry off the floor, turned, and hurled it at the rock face behind them. It hit with a small thud, releasing a puff of dust and leaving behind a small crater in what they had assumed was a wall of rock.
‘Look! It’s fake!’ he shouted. ‘It’s not rock at all. It’s plaster!’
Paul felt like someone had taken a foot off his chest. ‘Switch is in the train, he has to be! He knew all along! Get ready!’
Back up the tunnel, Dreggo screamed, ‘Kill them!’ and the Huntsmen surged forward. Marta, Paul, Jess, and Owen grabbed their clawboards as the beasts closed the gap between them, still fearsome but looking so, so tiny as the train bore down on them all.
‘Tube Riders, get ready to ride!’ Marta shouted.
As the train reached them, Marta, Jess and Owen dashed forward towards the tracks. The Huntsmen turned in their attack to try to cut them off but it was too late; all three leapt forward and caught on to the wooden slats on the side of a cargo car.
Paul looked back. ‘Carl!’
In their panic they had forgotten the boy had no clawboard, Paul realised. After all he had done for them Paul would not let him be left behind, but when his eyes searched for the boy he saw Carl had taken the last of their guns and had turned to face the oncoming host.
‘This is for my father!’ Carl shouted, raking them with bullets, the recoil causing his body to judder. Behind the Huntsmen, Dreggo and the Governor dived for cover. Several of the Huntsmen fell away, wounded. Others came on, crossbows rising. As the gun spat out its last bullets, Carl threw it aside and pulled a knife from his belt. ‘Come on!’ he screamed.
Paul had seen too many people die; he wasn’t about to watch Carl join them. He grabbed the boy’s arm and swung him around, pulled him towards the train. He held out his clawboard, offering one strap to Carl.
‘With me!’ he shouted, starting to run, pulling Carl after him. ‘When I say, you jump for your life, Carl!’
Ahead, the front of the train smashed into the fake rock wall with a deafening crash, sending chunks of plaster raining down on the roof of the cab.
‘One … two … three … jump!’ Paul shouted, and then together they leapt, the clawboard between them.
The metal hook caught on a wooden slat of the passing freight truck. Paul slammed against the side of the train. He was terrified the wood would break under their combined weight, and his feet scrabbled for a ledge somewhere. Beside him, Carl had found a hold with his free hand, and was struggling to find purchase for his feet. He glanced across at Paul and flashed a smile. As Paul smiled back, he could only think how he wished Switch could have seen them.
Madness. Complete madness. One moment he had been facing certain death, and now they were speeding on towards France, the Huntsmen and the Governor left in their wake. He looked for the others and saw they were all hanging on. He afforded himself a little smile of satisfaction.
#
Switch leaned out of the cab as the train raced on. Behind him, Marta and Jess were closest, with Owen on the same car behind them. Paul and Carl were several cars back.
‘You have to move forward!’ he shouted. ‘I need to release the back trucks! It’s our only fucking chance! Get into the cab!’
He watched, frustrated, as Marta and Jess inched towards him. Behind them, Owen was calling to Paul and Carl to get on to the roof and jump across the gaps between the trucks. He saw them make it across one, then dash forward, Carl far nimbler than Paul, who looked set to fall off at any moment. They made it across another, but they were still too slow…
Switch grimaced. They were on the first of the trucks he needed to release. With his right hand he steadied himself as he leaned out of the window, while in his left his fingers drummed against the casing of what looked like a radio transmitter.
‘Come on…’
Marta and Jess had reached the cab. Switch helped them climb inside.
‘Owen…?’
‘Don’t worry, he’s fine.’ Switch pointed, as he saw Paul reach across and get a hold on the first truck, Owen holding his hand steady. Carl stood behind him.
‘Marta,’ Switch said. ‘Keep an eye on the controls. Keep the speed rising.’
‘Why?’
He gave her a wide grin, his bad eye flickering wildly. ‘Because I’m about to unleash arma-fucking-geddon,’ he said, lifting up the radio.
‘What do you mean?’
Switch stepped forward and pressed a button on a digital control screen. A computer image of the train appeared. Switch pressed a button that hung in the space between the first and second trucks. The word “release?” appeared, the words “yes” and “no” flashing below it.
He glanced out and saw that Paul had made it across. As he watched, Owen helped Carl get over the gap.
Switch looked up and grinned. ‘Heads down,’ he said. His finger jabbed out and hit the ‘yes’ button.
The train lurched forward as the rear trucks detached, leaving just one truck attached to the cab. Switch looked out of the window to see the detached trucks slowing behind them, falling away, coming to a gradual stop.
‘One, two, three, four, five … once I caught a fucking fish alive … six, seven, eight, nine, ten … then I let it fucking go again–’
Switch’s finger depressed a red button on the radio control. A second passed. Then an explosion louder than he could have imagined rocked the tunnel behind them. The walls shook around them, and further back, increasingly large chunks of rock fell from the roof to smash into the tracks below. The train bucked, and for a moment he was worried it might derail itself. Then, as the tremors eased it shimmied back into line and sped on, carrying them away from the destruction.
Marta, pushed to her knees by the shock, stared at him. ‘What was in those trucks?’
‘Our get-out clause,’ Switch said. ‘Guns, arms, explosives. Old ones, left behind. This whole train was armed as a supply for an invasion force. Everything was a little musty, a little old. I just wired up a simple charge. Looks like it worked.’
He glanced out one more time, to see what looked like a wall of water pursuing them down the tunnel.
‘Ah ha ha, it worked!’ he screamed. ‘It fucking worked!’
‘Switch, what the fuck have you done?’ Paul yelled at him, climbing into the cab.
‘Just made sure no one could follow us,’ he said, grinning.
‘You’re fucking insane!’
‘Too late,’ Marta said. She pointed. ‘Look!’
#
The Governor watched as the train plowed past them, the coverings over the rails breaking up in front of it like a wooden wave. His heart was heavy with disappointment, with the shame of being outsmarted once again. These kids, the Tube Riders, had displayed a level of ingenuity that he would have to try to follow, or his carefully sculpted Mega Britain would disappear in the same way that they had.
He turned and started walking back toward the truck. The Huntsmen still followed the Tube Riders, but it was too late now. The Tube Riders were gone, escaped, and all that was left for the Governor was to begin preparations for war. The European Confederation would undoubtedly come now, and when it did he had to be ready. He felt quietly confident, though; Mega Britain had a few surprises that their military leaders would not be anticipating.
‘Dreggo,’ he shouted. ‘Order a retreat. We leave for London, now.’
It took him a few moments to realise she was no longer there. When he looked back, the train was speeding away, its last trucks just passing him, but his eyes were still good. He could see her, up near the front, hanging on to the side.
He sighed, saddened. She would have made a perfect second. She was a rare person, one who might understand him, but she possessed demons of her own, and despite his best efforts, she still had to chase them down.
‘Good luck,’ he whispered, climbing into the front of the car and starting the engine. ‘One day I hope you come back to me.’
He started to pull away, but he had gone no more than a few hundred feet when a massive explosion rocked the tunnel.
Behind him, he saw a row of freight trucks explode. The roof of the tunnel above the explosion seemed to shimmer, to vibrate, and then the whole thing collapsed with a deafening roar. The Governor slipped the car into gear and it lurched away, just as a wall of grey-green water burst down through the rock above.
As the huge wave rushed towards him, the tunnel roof collapsing above it, the Governor slammed his foot on the accelerator and drove for his life.
#
Dreggo pulled herself up over the back of the cab and pulled a knife from her belt. Her face, her arms her legs, her entire body ached from the jump. But she had made it.
It ended now.
She watched as the youngest Tube Rider helped the teenager from the GFA into the cab. The one with the bad eye was climbing out onto the roof, while the cowardly one was hiding back inside with the two girls. No matter. They would die together, or one by one. It was their choice. She braced herself against the rocking train, while behind her the water roared.
#
‘Switch, no!’ Paul shouted, as he tried to haul Marta back. Marta struggled against him, wanting to get out of the window after Switch, who was closing on Dreggo as she climbed up on to the roof of the train.
‘Let go of me, this is my fight–’
‘Stop him!’ Paul shouted at Carl and Owen, but it was too late, the boys were already climbing out after him. Was he the only one with sense? They had no chance against Dreggo; their best chance was to get into the cab and attempt to knock her off when she tried to climb in. Going out to fight her on the roof of the rocking train was suicide. She would cut them down one by one.
‘Let me go!’ Marta shouted. ‘She killed Leo! She killed my brother!’
‘So you want her to kill you too?’
‘Let me go, Paul!’
He looked towards Jess for support, but all he saw was the other girl’s ankles as she climbed out of the window.
#
Owen put one hand on the roof of the train to steady himself as he tried to follow Switch and Carl. Carl looked as uncertain as he felt, but Switch looked as at home on the moving train as he did on the ground.
‘Come on!’ Switch roared, and leapt forward at Dreggo, knife flashing. She easily parried, and knocked him sideways with a back-handed slap. Carl leapt at her feet but she kicked him in the head. As he slid over the edge, Owen jumped after him and caught his hand. With his other hand Owen held on to a drainage rail as Carl tried to find a foothold, his legs dangling out over the rushing rock below. A little further along, Switch was climbing back up as Dreggo turned on him.
‘The water’s getting closer!’ Owen shouted. ‘Knock her off! You have to knock her off the train!’
Switch swung himself up, knife hand flashing through the air. Dreggo stepped deftly to one side, one lightning-fast hand catching hold of his wrist. Switch cried out in pain and dropped the knife as Dreggo held him out in front of her. He tried to reach her with his other hand but she was too strong. His eyes rolled in his head as Dreggo’s iron grip crushed his wrist.
‘You can run and you can hide, but can you swim, Tube Rider?’ she shouted at him. ‘Can you swim?’
She turned towards the side of the train, ready to fling him off into the roiling mass of water that was just a couple of hundred feet behind them now.
‘Switch!’ Owen shouted, but he knew it was too late. Holding on to Carl he had no chance to stop her, and he knew they would be next.
From the corner of his eye he saw movement, someone running along the top of the train. He twisted his head and saw Jess, two knives held high over her head as she sprinted towards Dreggo. The girl’s face was set, her lips tight, her eyes hard.
‘Jess, no!’ Owen shouted. The girl ignored him, leaping at Dreggo and plunging her knives into either side of the girl’s neck. She rammed them in to the handles as Dreggo let go of Switch and staggered backwards.
Switch slid sideways over the edge of the train, head lolling, the pain of his shattered wrist sending him close to unconsciousness. ‘Grab him, Carl!’ Owen shouted, and Carl reached out with his spare hand and caught Switch’s shirt. Owen watched Carl brace himself with his feet and pull Switch close.
Owen looked back towards Jess. Jess was screaming incomprehensibly into Dreggo’s face, as the leader of the Huntsmen staggered backwards, her arms tight around the girl.
Owen tried to scramble forward but it was too late. Dreggo took one more step backwards and then vanished, falling over the end of the train.
Owen caught one last word, hollered over the cacophony of sound: ‘Simon!’
For a second they looked impossibly small as they struggled together in front of the looming wall of water. Then it engulfed them, and they were gone.
#
Paul looked out of the front of the cab. In a rear view mirror he could see parts of the battle going on behind them, but his focus was on the front. Up ahead of them, the tunnel started to angle upwards as it approached the French side. How much longer they could stay ahead of the water as it brought the tunnel roof crashing down, he didn’t know.
Marta was crying somewhere behind him. He pushed forward on the accelerator control, and the engine’s scream filled the cab. It would be close.
‘Paul, Jess is gone,’ Marta cried, and he glanced back once to see Marta holding something tiny up in her hands. It looked like a computer chip.
‘She never intended to come back,’ Marta sobbed. ‘She went out there to her death.’
Paul turned away, his heart heavy. There was nothing left he could do now except keep the train moving forward.
The tunnel began to rise more steeply.
‘Come on, just a little more…’
In the mirror, Paul could see the water splashing the back of the train.
Ahead of them, the rails disappeared beneath what looked like two huge doors.
‘Hang on!’ Paul shouted.
He closed his eyes as the train struck the doors and burst out into the cool light of dawn. Behind them he heard a huge whoosh as the water erupted out of the tunnel entrance. It rose high in the air and then battered down around them like a lake falling from the sky. Water showered the train’s windscreen hard enough to crack it.
‘We have to jump!’ Paul shouted, feeling the sudden lurch of the train as the certainty of rails beneath it disappeared. They’d run out of track. Not everything was finished on this side, either.
Paul swung one of the doors open as the train meandered towards a stand of trees. He looked back to see his brother, Carl, and Switch leap off the side of the train. Beside him, Marta was still sobbing. He grabbed her and hauled her to the door.
‘Marta,’ he gasped. ‘In case we don’t survive this, I just wanted to say…’
‘What?’
He shook his head. ‘I have no fucking idea. But whatever it was, it was going to be profound.’
She gave him a teary smile.
He took her hand.
They jumped.
Paul hit the ground and rolled, feeling the crunch of bones in his body. As water rained down on him he looked up and saw the train cab veer sideways into a stand of trees. It hit something and rose up into the air, for one second standing on its end. Then it crashed back down, broke apart, and exploded.
A wall of fire rose up into the air. Paul lay on his back and felt the heat even through the water that was still pouring down on him. As he closed his eyes he wondered why the water hadn’t stopped yet.
A few minutes later, when he opened his eyes, he realised it was raining. Beside him, Marta was sitting up, watching the plumes of smoke rise from the wrecked train cab into the grey morning sky. He looked behind him, and saw Owen and Carl helping Switch to his feet. The little man was wincing with pain, one arm hanging limp.
Beyond them, Paul saw the remains of what had once been a building, a pair of train tracks stretching a short way out from the rubble to end in a grassy field where two freshly ploughed lines of earth now led up to the burning ruin of the locomotive.
Paul stood up. Something in his shoulder felt wrong, and he had a burning sensation in his chest. But, he was alive. He reached down with his good arm and pulled Marta up. The girl looked in better shape as she smiled up at him, her hair slicked against her face.
Wordlessly, they started walking back towards the ruined building, beyond which a pool of sea water now lapped calmly. As they reached the others, Owen, Carl and Switch stood up. Owen took Paul’s other hand, making his brother wince a little, while Carl supported Switch with an arm over the little man’s shoulder.
No one said anything.
They climbed up the slope, past the ruined building, past the pool of water and up to the brow of the hill. Rain battered down relentlessly, soaking them all to the skin. Behind them, the flames from the burning train still roared.
They stood in a line at the top of the hill, and looked down a gentle slope towards the sea. There, stretching back several hundred feet from the beach, they saw a gorge cut out of the rock, now filled with sea water that lapped gently against its bare rock sides. To a stranger, it might look like a canal, recently begun, cutting inland through the rising hillside, until the builders had just given up and gone home as the hill became too steep.
The tunnel to Mega Britain, closed off forever.
‘I hope she’s at peace now,’ Marta said.
The others looked at her.
‘Jess or Dreggo?’ Switch asked.
Marta cocked her head. With her free hand she wiped her wet hair out of her eyes. ‘Both, I guess.’
They were silent for a long while. Waves, building in the rising Atlantic storm, broke against the corners of the rock channel, sucking the water back, before surging forward to create curtains of splash rising up from the steep edges of the gorge. Out across the English Channel, dark clouds rolled and toiled, battering the water with driving sheets of rain.
‘God, the sea smells good,’ Switch said.
There were mumbles of agreement.
‘You know, we have to go back,’ Marta said. ‘Sometime.’ She sniffed. ‘We left a lot behind.’
Carl said, ‘Things will change when we go back. Things will be put right.’
Paul glanced at him. Carl’s eyes, like Marta’s, were elsewhere. His mother, maybe still alive, prayed for his return. One day, he promised himself, he’d see them reunited.
Owen was peering back over his shoulder. ‘I don’t know about you lot, but while I’m enjoying the view, the sentimentality and getting wet and everything, I’m pretty sure there’s a town back there, and I’m not too keen to die of hypothermia when I could be sitting in a café watching TV and eating a baguette. Who’s with me?’
No one laughed. But as he looked around, Paul saw the others were smiling too.
 
 



Epilogue
 
As the rain began to die down, the two children slipped out of the old air raid shelter and began to pick their way back across the beach towards home. They had one hand each on a bucket which was full of tiny conch shells. Mother had promised to help them make a mural for their bedroom if they could collect enough. Mother hadn’t planned on the rain though, the temperamental Atlantic drift bringing in storms quicker than the gulls that invariably flew ahead of them.
The beach arced around to the left towards a headland where Father sometimes took them fishing in summer. Off the rocks there they’d caught baskets of cod and whiting which Mother would grill over the barbeque in the evening. Sometimes, they’d even caught a spider crab or two.
They were both obviously thinking of better weather and nicer days, because they almost tripped over the body lying in the sand not far from the water line. They were too surprised to scream, but they did drop the bucket, scattering conch shells across the wet sand.
‘What is it?’ the first child said in the dialect of French favoured in Northern Brittany.
‘It looks like a girl,’ the second replied.
‘What’s she doing here?’
‘It looks like she’s sleeping.’
They approached slowly. The girl was lying on her front, her hair spread out around her on the sand. Her clothes were ripped and torn.
The first child knelt down by the girl’s face. ‘Hello?’
‘What’s wrong with her?’ the second child asked.
‘What do you mean?’
The first child pointed.
The second child saw now. Something shiny seemed to be covering part of her face. ‘I don’t know. I think we’d better get Mother.’
‘Look. She’s awake.’
The two children watched as very slowly a hand reached out and scraped a line in the sand, the fingers leaving five trails which quickly pooled with water.
The two children scampered away across the beach, shouting for their mother.
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HALFSKIN by Tony Bertauski

Foreword
 
We’re often convinced if we just get this, all suffering will end. Yet with all of today’s advancements, why does utopia still seem to be something achievable only after death while dystopia our human inheritance? 
Can technology change this?
Suppose that medical bioengineers invent a synthetic stem cell, a biomite, that can replace any cell in your body. Biomites are like microscopic computers and, unlike our organic cells, they are infallible. No more kidney failure, no severed spines or blood disease. No cancer. Pharmaceuticals become obsolete. As our percentages of biomites rise, we become stronger, we become smarter and prettier. We become better.
If tempted by the promise of perfection, can we resist? As a society, probably not. What are we when our bodies are replaced by synthetic replications? Are we our memories? Our brain? Heart? What if we retain one single organic cell, what are we then?
Still human?
If biomites exist, governments will see the danger of unlimited access. Laws will be imposed to prevent people from excess and abuse. The Halfskin Laws will decree a human composed of 50% biomites is no longer human. Halfskins will have no legal rights and will have their biomites shutdown. 
They won’t be murdered. Merely deactivated. 
 



1
 
"Look what I got." 
Alex pulled a utility knife out of his pants like an eight-year old magician. He slid the lever. Parker reached for it.
"No, you don't,” Alex said.
"Where'd you get that?"
"Your dad's garage."
Nix stepped back. He wasn't scared of the blade — it was just a knife — it was the look on Alex's face, the way he bit his tongue, like there were ideas bouncing in his head. Eight-year olds shouldn’t look like that.
Parker's dad was on the far side of the pool with the rest of the adults, drinking out of fancy glasses and laughing super loud. Fifteen minutes ago they were sitting around singing Happy Birthday to Parker. The kids ate cake. The adults did, too. Then the clown showed up and the adults went to the far side with tall bottles. There was a hot tub over there. The kids followed the clown.
The guy told corny jokes and tied balloons, said he could make any animal on the North American continent as long as it looked like a wiener dog. He smelled like exhaust fumes. Parker, Alex and Nix ditched the clown when the adults popped the tall bottles. 
"Don't worry." Alex slid the blade back and shoved it in his pants. "It's just a stupid knife. No one will know."
"What if my dad finds out? He'll know you were in his tools."
"You want your present or not?"
Parker held a box at his side. It was a paintball gun. Aunt Maggy bought it for him. It was cheap and crappy. But it was a gun. And it was strapped into the box with plastic ties a rat couldn’t chew through. Parker's mom and dad smiled when he opened it, made sure he said thank you to Aunt Maggy and let him show it off to everyone but he knew that paintball gun was going back to the store. They told Aunt Maggy not to buy him one. They warned her. Aunt Maggy never listened.
"Let's just get scissors," Parker said.
"Dude, it's not a freaking laser beam. Go get a little wiener balloon with Freaky the Clown if you're scared. Nix and me will cut this loose and have our own little war. Right, Nix?" 
Nix never shot a gun. He carved a bar of soap with a Swiss Army knife and shot an arrow at a bale of straw, but he never pulled a trigger. Unless squirt guns count. They don’t.
Parker looked across the pool. Not one adult was looking. Once those bottles got popped, they could do anything they wanted.
"What're you doing?" Jennifer stepped up.
"Nothing," Parker said. "This is a boys' meeting. Go away."
Parker walked quickly around a hedge of azaleas and ducked behind a sweet-smelling gardenia. He laid the box on a bed of leaves. The gun was ready to be cut loose. Ready to lock and load. Alex unveiled the knife. As the razor grew, so did the grin. 
New and sharp and pointy. 
"Here." Parker held up his hand. “Give it.”
"I'll do it."
"It's my present, I'll do it."
"Yeah, I went and got it so I'll do it."
Nix looked through a gap in the bushes. He shook the blond hair from his eyes. He was the only boy at the party with hair that long. His sister didn't have time to cut it. That’s what she told people. No one argued. When your family had gone through all the things Nix and Cali Richards had been through, you cut some slack. Long hair on a boy, no big deal. 
One of the adults in the hot tub said something really, really funny. They were goofing on the clown. Nix's sister wasn’t near the hot tub, she was with some of the moms holding her baby like she was made of glass. 
Cali cut her hair super short after she had Avery, said she wanted to remember the day this little angel came into the world. Cutting her hair seemed stupid to Nix, but then everyone said motherhood made her skin glow and the short hair showed it off, like having a baby somehow lit her up all Christmassy. People said she was beautiful — his friends said she was hot. 
He couldn’t see it. She was his sister.
"Nix, get down here," Alex sort of whispered. "We need you to hold this."
Nix dropped on his knees. Alex was sawing at the plastic bands and Parker was complaining that he was scratching the barrel. Alex pushed his red hair back. If Parker had some muscles, the box wouldn't move around so much and he wouldn't scratch the gun, now would he?
Parker was on one end of the box, Nix on the other. Alex gripped the knife like he was going to stab the gun. A drop of sweat rolled off the end of his nose. He'd gone through at least half of the bands when the gun began to wiggle. Just a few more and it would come loose. Parker's eyes were wide. He let go with one hand, ready to pounce. He'd been friends with Alex long enough to know you had to be ready.
"Don't let go, dummy," Alex whined.
"It's my gun, I'll do what I want."
Nix pressed down on Parker's corner to help out. He didn't want Alex to get the gun, either. It wasn't fair. Besides, Alex was a jerkoff.
A glass broke near the hot tub.
The adults began laughing. 
Alex hunched over and sawed another band. Plink! It shot into the grass. Parker's right hand hovered over the gun. Alex told him to get back, he couldn't see. Parker told him to shut up and let him have the knife but Alex told him to shove it up his ass.
An adult shouted about cleaning up the glass and to keep the kids away. Everyone needed to be wearing shoes. Nix wasn't wearing shoes. His sister would come looking for him. He was the only one that had to wear a helmet when he was skateboarding; the only one that still wore a helmet on a bike. She wouldn't give on that. Safety. Safety.
SAFETY.
He tried to sit up straight, just to make sure Cali was still showing off Avery and he wouldn't have to—
SHHHPT. 
Nix felt a pinch.
Alex dropped the knife. 
He held his hand to his chest. Fear froze on Parker's face. What would happen when his dad found out he was cutting open the paintball gun with a stolen utility knife they used to LOP OFF NIX'S FINGER!
Nix was afraid to move.
"Is it bleeding?" Alex asked.
It hurt at first, when the knife sliced through his finger, but now it was numb. He was afraid if he moved it, the pain would come back.  
"Come on, let me see it. I don't even think I got you or there'd be blood all over the place."
Something warm seeped between his fingers. It wasn't red and sticky. 
It was gray.
"What is that?" Parker asked.
"Looks like snot." Alex reached out.
Nix turned away. He cradled his hand like he was holding his niece. He knew what the gray stuff was, he just wasn't supposed to tell anyone. But then no one ever told him what to say if he cut himself and his friends saw the stuff coming out. He had to say something. You don't bleed snot and just put a band-aid on it without explaining.
Jennifer was standing just out of sight. "I'm going to get my mom."
Parker caught her by the ankle. She could've broken free, if she wanted. All she had to do was scream and a mom would come running. But Parker had tears in his eyes. Even Alex was sitting still, his lips forming a perfect O.
"Please, please, please... don't tell. Don't tell, I'll promise you anything. Anything, just don't tell."
"Nix cut himself," Jennifer said too loudly. "How is no one going to find out?"
"Please, but... don't... not yet." His lips fluttered. "I'll give you my old iPod, I promise. I don't need it anymore, you can have it, I swear. Just don't tell."
Jennifer put her hands on her hips. "But he's hurt."                                      
"No, I'm not." 
They all looked.
Parker crawled back over, hope smeared on his face. Eyes wide, mouth open. If he could wish for anything in the world, it would be for this whole thing to go away. He'd give up the stupid gun, if that's what it took. 
"Let me see," he said. 
Nix pulled his hand away and peeked down like he was looking at a secret. Gray stuff was all over his shirt. It shimmered like metal shavings beneath a rotating magnet. He'd seen that before, at the doctor's office. Once a month, his sister took him to some special doctor where they'd poke his finger and look at the stuff under some special magnifier before drawing a sample from his arm. No matter how many times they poked him, it only hurt for a second.
This was the first time he'd been cut open outside the doctor's office.
And it wasn't too bad.
He held his hand out like a plate. Alex and Parker leaned over like he was unveiling a dead bunny. The blade sliced over his knuckle. It was down to the bone. But there was no white tissue gleaming through the gap. It was just a shimmery mass of gray that gyrated between flaps of skin.
"What the hell is that?" Alex asked.
Nix stood up. His sister was sitting in the shade with a blanket over Avery's head. She was probably breastfeeding. She wasn't going anywhere for a few minutes. 
"You promise not tell?" Nix asked. They nodded, just like eight-year-olds. "You swear? Because this is a big time secret. I'm not supposed to tell anyone about this, ever."
"Swear, dude. Swear." Alex held up the Scout's Honor. Parker imitated him. Neither one of them were scouts.
Nix took one more look at his sister. She was far away, not even looking.
He looked at Alex. Looked at Parker.
"Robots."
There was a long pause. "Uhhh, what?" Alex muttered. 
"These are robots." Nix dipped his finger in the wound and held up the gray spot.
"I don't know what that means," Parker said. 
"I know," Alex said. "It means he's a dope. I oughta punch you in the face, Nix."
Parker didn't take his eyes off the finger. "Why isn't your blood red?"
"Because that's probably a fake finger." Alex reached for it and Nix yanked back. "See, told you. I seen one of those fake fingers at some store next to fake dog crap and fake puke. Come on, Parker. Let's get the gun and shoot him—"
"He means biomites," Jennifer said.
"Dude." Alex's face began to glow. "You got biomites?"
Nix didn't know if this was such a good idea.
"You're not supposed to get biomites until you’re 12."
"Actually, it's 15," Jennifer said. "And it's illegal to seed a minor, you know." She crossed her arms and smirked. 
"Unless you're in an accident," Nix said. "Unless it's an emergency."
"Nope." She seemed less confident.
"What, you going to tell on him?" Alex said. "Go and tell the biomite police, you tattletale. Go on, see if they care. Nix got mangled in a car accident and they put the mites in him." Alex nodded at him. "Right?"
Nix nodded. That was the truth. Everyone in town knew that.
Jennifer stomped off. 
"What's it like, dude?" Alex leaned forward. "Is it like superpowers or something? Can you grab hot coals or punch holes in walls?"
"No." Nix stroked the wound that had nearly sealed. "It feels normal, I guess."
"Oh, man. I can't wait to get biomites." Alex flopped on his butt, staring. "My old man got them to boost the cartilage in his knee and it made him like twice as strong."
"My mom," Parker added, "got them to fix her eyes. They changed colors."
"And made her tits bigger," Alex added.
"Shut up."
"You shut up."
Nix was tempted to put his finger in his mouth. He'd done it before, it tasted like aluminum. Actually, he just wanted to hide it. He wasn't supposed to tell. He didn't like the attention. It wasn't like he wanted to be seeded. It didn't make him special. He didn't feel any different than before so he didn't see the big deal. He was just like everyone else. He just had more artificiality, his sister said. Besides, when they turned 15, everyone gets seeded to immunize or correct vision or fix learning disabilities or whatever. And when they were adults, they could fix wrinkles and stuff.
"What's going on over here?" One of the moms came around the bushes. "You boys teasing Jennifer?"
Parker sat on the gun. Alex stared. Nix stared. 
Guilty.
"He's got biomites." Jennifer pointed. "And he's a minor."
The mom chuckled. "Well, there's always exceptions. Are you all right, honey?" 
Nix turned away with his hand tightly against his chest.
"Let me see. If you cut yourself, we need to get some help. Let me see what you did." She knelt down. The veins snaked blue over the tendons on the back of her hands. Her palms smelled clean. He remembered his mom's were that way. "It's all right."
Nix looked through the bushes, across the pool. The adults were up and walking. The broken glass was picked up. The dads were mostly there. The moms weren't. Neither was Cali.
"Daisy?" The moms were coming around the corner. "Is everything all right?"
"I think Nix hurt himself."
Parker was scooting back into the bushes, using the gun like a disc, hoping to disappear. Nix thought about pointing to the half-loose paintball gun and the utility knife in Alex's pants. 
"Nix?" Cali was the last to show. Avery was cradled on her shoulder. "You all right?"
Nix want to run to her. To hide behind her.
"Jennifer says he's been seeded."
And then the attention went from Nix to Cali. Parker bolted through the greenery, ditched the gun in the groundcover.
"Is that right?" one of the mom's said. "How'd you get him seeded that young?"
"You have connections at the lab?" someone else said. "Eric's having trouble with attention deficit disorder and I can't get the doctors to give him a release. Is there anything you can do?"
"Sally's suffering from constant ear infections and they want to do surgery."
"Benjamin's got acne."
"Nix." Cali stuck her hand out. "It's time to go. Come on."
Nix leapt up and snatched her hand on the fly. They walked briskly alongside the house with a cadre of moms in tow, all of them making their best offers. They were all wealthy, all connected, but none of them could skirt the laws.
Listen, if you want your kid seeded, all it takes is a near fatal car accident and two dead parents and you can have all the damn biomites your heart desires. Hey, it's a blast. 
Cali didn't talk as she buckled Avery into the car seat, squealing.
"Sorry."
"Not your fault," she said.
"I didn't mean to tell them."
"Not your fault," she said, again.
The moms watched them drive off. A few were waving.
They drove home with the radio turned up, the way Avery liked it. Cali turned off her phone. When they got home, she told Thomas, her husband, they weren't going to any parties for awhile. 
Nix went to his room. He was different.
He would always be different. 
 
 
 
10 YEARS LATER.
M0THER
Blogger’s Reaction to the Birth of M0ther
 
THE REAL AVENGER’S BLOG
Shooting Truth-Bullets Since Birth
Subscribers: 3,233
 
It's the end of time, peeps. 
Mark this date, put a black X on your calendar because it's all over, starting today. It used to be that if you didn't like the laws where you lived, you just moved to another state or another country. Freedom existed somewhere in the world. We had a choice. I mean, hell, if you were desperate enough you could live on the South Pole with penguins and shit.
Not anymore. 
Today, it's all over.
Today, M0ther was born. 
Who's M0ther? Our M0ther. Already got a mother? Now you got two, only this one will know everything about you. You can't hide from her, she'll know when you're full of crap, know where you stash your porn, know when you pick your nose and when you eat it.
You'll hate her, and she'll know that, too. 
Case you've been asleep for the last 10 years, the Mitochondria Terraforming Hierarchy of Record is what I'm talking about. 
Let's just call her M0ther.
A mother that doesn't bake cookies or wash your underwear. She's not getting up to make you French toast or wipe your nose. Nope. This bitch is going to spy on you until you’re dead. Which may be sooner than you think.
M0ther is somewhere in the frozen plains of Wyoming. No pictures of her exist because no one's allowed to even flyover. But rumors say she's this massive dome, a computer the size of a football stadium, like some artificial brain heaved out of the frozen soil that's wirelessly connected with every biomite in existence.
Did you catch that? EVERY BIOMITE IN EXISTENCE!
Hear that buzzing on your phone? She's listening.
Feel that tickle on your laptop? She knows you're tapping.
All that Do Not Covet Your Neighbor's Wife crap? Yeah, that's the real deal, now. M0ther might tell your wife what you're thinking about doing to Joe-Bob's wife mowing the lawn in a tube top. 
George Orwell wasn't even close, man. I mean, Big Brother was just a pea shooter compared to M0ther. Big Brother was pissing on a forest fire; M0ther's bringing the goddamn ocean. 
Here's the official statement from Marcus Anderson, Chief of the Biomite Oversight Committee.
(BTW, he looks like a gargoyle. Right?)
 
It is with great pleasure that, after ten years of global effort, I present to you the greatest feat of humankind. I present to you a regulatory system that will keep all people safer and healthier for centuries to come. Bionanotechnolgy has put us on the brink of greatness, but with that comes uncertainty and danger. The human species has the potential to live forever. Or end tomorrow. 
I prefer the former.
Mitochondria Terraforming Hierarchy of Record is linked to every booted cellular-sized biomite living inside our bodies. Its primary function will be to monitor individual levels of biomites and take appropriate action if, or when, they cross a previously determined threshold. This will keep us human.
This will keep us safe.
Forever.
 
I don't know about you, but this is not a gross infringement on our freedom: it's raping it. I don't want anything or anyone peeking into my biomites; that's none of your business, none of my neighbor's, and it sure as hell ain't the government's.
Biomites aren’t evil, dude. They’re artificial stem cells, that’s all. What’s the big deal? If you want to be 100% artificial, be my guest, that's your business, bro. I don't give a rat's pink sphincter what you do with your body. You want to boost your brain with biomites to get smarter? Hey, as long as you got the cash, good for you.
What the chief didn't say in his official statement was what exactly the previously determined threshold is. 
Want to know? 
You should, before you rebuild your kidney or tone those wrinkles, you should know that when your body is 40% biomites, you're a redline. And redlines go to jail.
JAIL.
Think I'm joking?
They call it a Detainment and Observation Center. You can't leave, you don't order takeout, you shower with other redlines. That's jail. You get a federally funded cot and three hots while they watch your biomite levels. On a side note, you’d think the scientists could figure out how to keep biomites from reproducing and slowly taking over our bodies once we get seeded. They are the geniuses, for Christ’s sake. Doesn’t seem like it should be all that hard.
But all right, whatever. So they continue dividing once they’re in our bodies. It’s worth the trade off: they are the answer to every disease, every shortcoming, every desire known to man. They’ll figure it out, give them some time.
But here’s the kicker. Guess what happens when you hit 50%. Guess, no seriously. Take a stab. When your body becomes halfskin, when it's 50% God-given, good ole' fashion organic cells and 50% artificial biomite cells, guess what M0ther’s going to do?
Bitch is going to shut you off. 
That’s right.
And when she does, when she turns off all your biomites like a light switch, what do you think happens to the other half? The living half?
Yeah. That's right.
It's real, peeps. Real as it gets. 
The death of human liberty happened today and you probably didn't even feel it. 
Well, I did. 
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Cali knelt down to reboot a server. Her knee hit the concrete, driving spikes up her thigh. She cursed and didn’t hold back. She stood a little too fast and steadied herself against the stainless steel rack. A head rush stormed her entire body, weakened her knees. She remained still until it passed, made a mental note to drink some water. 
She walked two more rows. Computer after computer blinked green lights at her. No one would suspect she was in a suburban brick house with a pink flamingo in the front yard. The basement looked more like an industrial IT department. It took two air conditioners to keep the house cool.
She couldn't afford to shut her lab down. Not now.
No one could afford a set up like that – hell, there were companies
that couldn’t afford it. But she had money. Blood money. When she married Thomas, he joked he’d need another life insurance policy. Luck was not something Cali’s family possessed. She thought he was joking, but he took out a ridiculous life insurance policy on himself so that Cali, Avery and Nix would never worry about money again if something ever happened.
And it did.
Cali sat at a desk cluttered with gadgets and monitors, microscopes and assemblers. She sipped at a water bottle while waiting for an espresso-like machine to drip a gun-metal droplet into a flask. No coffee from that machine. It was uniquely constructed to produce congealed biomites: the raw synthetic stem cells with designer DNA coding. At one drop per day, it was a slow process. 
She took a heavy flask of mercury-like liquid off the shelf and swirled it under a circular magnifying glass attached to a hinged arm. 
Good. 
It would take a complete analysis to see if they worked, but she'd seen enough raw biomites to know the subtle colors, just like an Eskimo knew snow. These were brighter than usual, less viscous. Exactly what she expected. 
There were six monitors arranged on the wall in two rows of three. The one in the middle, bottom row, was the largest. Numbers scrolled down a column that she occasionally stopped with a mouse-click. Several sub-menus expanded with another series of clicks. She sat back and let the numbers continue to run. The analysis was taking too long, but the program needed time.
Time was the only thing she couldn’t afford.
Biomites were humanity’s greatest invention. Forget telecommunications, forget transportation… bionanotechnology changed everything. Once humanity controlled the human body, they could cure disease, heal bones, alter brain chemistry. Biomites were the answer, the one big answer to every question.
Only one side-effect. It was big one. They were malignant.
They were exact duplicates of the body’s cells but, for some unknown reason, wouldn’t accept enzymatic cues to stop dividing. No matter what coding bionanoengineers inserted into the DNA, they always reverted back to runaway division, replacing the body’s natural organic cells.
Cali had a theory. 
She believed the biomites intuited the weakness of organic cells — their susceptibility to random DNA variability, cancer, disease — and logically replaced them. Biomites were doing what we wanted, they were making the body sound and impervious. 
Perfect.
The monitor to the left, bottom row, chimed. Another email arrived and filed at the top of a long column of unread messages. The office manager confirmed Cali’s paid leave of absence was nearly depleted. She'd spent her sick days and vacation long ago. Pretty soon, her leave of absence would convert to unpaid. Her employers had been very sympathetic. They gave her more time than they should have. She was a valuable asset, a deserving individual, but a Fortune 500 company can only bend the sympathy branch so far. Pretty soon, they’d prune it.
Cali finished the water and rubbed her eyes. She saw her reflection in the dark monitors. The shadows across her cheeks were long and dark, disguising the red rims of her eyelids and cracked lips. Oily blond hair hung over her eyes. She retied the ponytail.
She rolled the chair to the right and touched the electron microscope. Images lit up a dark monitor, obliterating her deathly reflection. The previous batch of biomites that percolated from the espresso machine was still active. Under magnification, they looked like grains of sand jittering on meth. Excellent stability, that was good. She wouldn’t know if they possessed runaway division until further testing, but she didn’t care about that. Not anymore. 
Priorities change.
She was looking for biomites that would disappear. Not physically, but virtually. Every biomite emitted a frequency that could be monitored. That’s what M0ther watched, the frequency with which biomites spoke to each other. M0ther was an eavesdropper, downloading everything they did. There weren’t enough zeros to count how many biomites were in existence, but everyone had them.
So M0ther knew what everyone was doing.
Cali wanted to change that.
So far, nothing worked. There was still hope. There was still time. But not much of either. 
Someone squealed upstairs, followed by a fit of laughter. Avery was about to pee herself. Only Nix could make her laugh like that. She loved that sound, her favorite sound in the entire world. Without Nix, she might not hear it ever again.
This is all my fault. All mine. I knew this day was coming, knew his redline potential, but I waited. I waited because I'm selfish. Nix is going to pay for that. We're all going to pay. 
The numbers continued to scroll in a fuzzy line. 
She rubbed her eyes and tried to focus but it only smudged the images further. She didn't have time for this, not now. She could sleep when this was all over, she just needed to focus, to see the data come together so that she could hide her little brother. 
Get him off Mother’s map. 
M0ther won’t care what he means to her, what he means to Avery. They would come, they would take him, they would take him from her life, from Avery's life, and he was all she had, all she had, he was all she had—
She closed her eyes.
Breathing slowly, breathing deeply. 
She relaxed before opening her eyes. The images around her weren't sharp but she could make them out. She could read them. The analysis was almost over. Once that was done, she could get the next batch started and then lay down for a nap. She'd done it earlier that day (or was it night, there were no windows in the basement), fell directly into REM. Twenty minutes later, she was brand new. 
She took the water bottle to the bathroom and filled it. She heard a bell ring, leaned out the door to see if the analysis finished early. The numbers were still scrolling. She sat back down and took another deep drink—
BING. 
That was upstairs. 
The doorbell. 
Cali stayed completely still, ears pricked with attention. There were muddled voices. A long silence. She remained as still as a stowaway.
The basement door opened, snapped closed.
Little feet danced down the steps. "Mommy," Avery said. "There's some guy at the door talking to Uncle Nix."
Cali stood too quickly, braced herself on the desk. "Who?"
Avery shrugged. "They want him to go."
Cali stumbled to the steps, barely seeing the door at the top rush towards her. She punched it open, slamming it against the wall.
Time is out.
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Nix just finished draining the dishwasher when the doorbell rang. 
He stopped to turn the television off where cartoons blared loud enough that his sister would hear them in the basement. He was going to take her something to eat, considered mashing up a sleeping pill in some cottage cheese. She swore she was taking naps but her face was caving in. He'd laced her food once before, when she pulled a week's worth of all-nighters to finish the coding on a new batch of biomites in time for a presentation at a global convention. 
He dried his hands, slung the towel over his shoulder. There was a car in the driveway, a black four-door sedan and an unassuming man in the driver's seat. No sunglasses, no badge. Just an ordinary guy sitting like a waxy replication of a normal everyday somebody. 
BING. 
Nix slowed. He thought-commanded a self-analysis of the biomite population in his body.
39.8%.
He was composed of less than 40% biomites; that meant over 60% of his body was good, old-fashioned organic cells. That meant he wasn’t redline. That meant it couldn't be them. But biomite patrol didn't make house calls to see how you were doing. They showed up for one reason.
There's some mistake.
He gripped the door handle.
They'll understand. Gear sometimes needs calibrated. 
The door opened.
The man standing there, unlike his partner in the driver’s seat, was wearing sunglasses, the reflective kind.
They stood there, facing each other. There were no words. No greeting or informal nods. Just a silent recognition. They'd never seen each other, but they knew what the other was about.
"I'm not redline," Nix stated. 
The agent didn't flinch. He unclipped a cell phone-sized gearbox from his belt. He held it up like a badge and waited. Nix took a half a step forward. The agent lowered the box, pressed against Nix’s flesh, between the breastbone and bobbing Adam's apple. 
Nix felt the thing whir, hotly. Its effect scattered over his skin like electric spider webs, wrapping over his shoulders and across his back, penetrating his body like feeder roots to estimate the biomite population. The agent pulled the gearbox away, leaving Nix feeling weak. He looked at it, turned it so Nix could see the number. 
"It's wrong."
"We'll confirm at the office."
"It'll say the same thing, and it's wrong."
"You need to come with us."
Nix took a step back. He considered running. The agent shook his head one time. There would be no running. Any attempt to resist would be met swiftly. M0ther was in Wyoming and Nix in southern Illinois, but she could see him like he was standing right next to her. She knew what his biomites were doing, what he was thinking. If he ran, if he disobeyed a biomite agent, M0ther would flip a switch. He'd hit the floor. 
Obey. Or else. 
It's the law.
"It is my duty to bring you into a Detainment and Observation Center to be fully analyzed. You are not under arrest, simply detained for further observation. If our readings are wrong, you will be brought back to your home and compensated for your time. Do you understand these rights?"
Nod. 
He brandished a stiff metal ring, the color of a cold weapon. "For your safety and ours, I'm going to place this suppression ring around—"
A door cracked inside the house.
"NO!" Cali bound across the room, wrapped her arms around Nix. "He's not redline, you can't take him."
"Ma'am, this will be your only warning. Do not interfere."
A car door shut. The driver approached the house.
"Look, look." Cali fumbled her own reader, slimmer and colder, against Nix's neck, shoved the reading in the agent's face. "38.8%. He's under, we still have time."
"He'll be verified at the satellite office. If there is a mistake, he will be back before dinner."
The driver stopped behind the first agent.
"No," she whispered.
"Ma'am."
Her hand clamped on Nix’s arm.
There was a long moment of staring. Nix could sense all the thoughts floating around them like transparent bubbles. He couldn’t hear them, but he sensed them. Thoughts of escape. Thoughts of apprehension. 
Violence.
Nix reached up, gently squeezed her hand. It would be bad enough to be taken away. He wouldn't be able to handle watching his sister punished for it. She was still shaking her head, mouthing the same word, over and over.
The agent reached up, lowered the suppression ring over Nix’s head to rest around his neck. It was cold against his skin, warming quickly.
Heaviness fell on him as the biomites in his body slowed down, diminishing their activity. They were not deactivated, just reduced to keep him alive, to keep him subdued for his safety and others. Thoughts became dull, memories began to pale. 
But worst of all... Cali is alone. 
Nix was guided to the car. A few of the neighbors watched. One leaning on a rake, relief on his face that it wasn’t one of his kids.
Cali wasn't in the doorway when Nix sat in the back seat of the new-smelling sedan. The front door was closed. She was already in the basement.
The suppression ring wasn’t fully powered. There was still time to say goodbye. 
Nix laid his head back and closed his eyes. The car rocked as it backed over the curb. Traffic sounds faded. He no longer heard the cars passing or felt the pavement grind under the tires. The world around him disappeared. Nix went to his safe haven, went to a place he discovered many years ago, a place that protected him from the world. Where he wasn’t different.
He went to a lagoon deep inside his mind. 
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The lagoon was deep and clear with striped mussels and bright starfish on the sandy bottom. Sometimes sharks would find their way through a small channel that funneled water from the ocean. They would skim near the beach, their dorsal fins cutting the surface. They'd come so close that Nix could run his hand over their slick skin.
A fire smoldered from inside a pile of sticks, a thick column of smoke withering in the still air. There was no scent, no sting in his eyes. He smelled very little in this dreamland, good or bad. 
The smoke obscured the view across the lagoon where, above the palms on the far shore, blue cliffs rose up. Halfway up was an opening that spewed water like a giant faucet, its roar heard a mile away. The water poured forth and sprayed misty droplets, leaving an ever-present rainbow stretching into the palms.
[Away.]
The smoke twisted away like a vacuum simply pulled it in the other direction. The waterfall hadn't changed much over the ten years he'd been coming to the lagoon. In fact, it was exactly like the day he first saw it. He was only eight. In fact, it was the day after he showed his best friends, Alex and Parker, the biomites in his finger. Even though he was just a kid, he knew the dreamland wasn’t normal.
But, then again, Nix was anything but normal.
He knew his body was in the back of a biomite agent’s car. Time between the dreamland and fleshland wasn’t synced. Dreamland time went so much slower. Still, the ring would suppress the biomites that powered dreamland. 
Maybe, he’d never visit again.
He looked around for Raine. The fire was there, she must be getting ready for something. Nix pulled a stick hard against his shin, heard it crackle until the dry fibers gave way and split open. The pain on his shin was dull and slight. 
He dropped the branch on the smoldering fire. Sparks spit out from the bottom. He gathered the bark that flaked off and piled it onto the embers, waving and blowing it back into flames. Smoke billowed up. He squatted, rubbing his hands, as if he could feel the heat. Perhaps he could, but it was tepid. Like day-old dishwater. 
The foliage rustled behind him. Something dragged through the weeds and then across the sand. 
"Is the fire ready?"
Nix smiled. 
"Such a slacker." Raine pulled a cord with a wild boar tied to the end, the tusks curled out of its mouth. Raine’s skin was brown. Her black hair, cropped and choppy. Her eyes green, like the green of verdant forests when the sun rises.
She was about Nix’s age, he guessed; eighteen years old or so. Her body was taut with muscle, roiling around the bikini top. She showed up at the lagoon about five years ago. Before that, he would explore on his own, but now they did everything together. 
She slid a knife from a holster tied on her leg and cut the hog loose. Nix piled more sticks on the pathetic fire and watched her dress dinner. Grit and sweat smudged the perfect skin on her shoulders. She wiped the back of her neck with the knife wedged between her fingers. 
He swore he could smell her, that her fragrance — that essence that was Raine — permeated everything inside him. He knelt behind her, kneaded the cords of muscle that flexed over her shoulder blades. She agreed with a guttural mmmm. 
"You know, I'd rather have a fire than a massage."
Nix pushed his thumbs into her back and worked the knots loose. He kissed her neck, a distant taste of salt. 
"Stop, now. I want to catch some waves and that fire looks like an ape built it." She clapped. "Chop-chop!"
She finished dressing dinner while he set up the spit. Reluctantly, he shaved more bark and gathered kindling. A fire was roaring before she was ready. He watched her wash tubers in the clear water of the lagoon and slice them into the beast's splayed belly.
They rested against a fallen palm trunk while dinner slow-roasted. If it all ended, he wouldn’t be disappointed. This was a good way to say goodbye. She nestled into the crook of his arm and lightly snored. He never got tired of that sound: the sound of her sleeping against him. The way her lips fluttered. The way her fingers twitched as dreams came.
Did she dream? Did she snore when he wasn't there to hear it?
Nix always thought that question exposed the self-centered nature of humanity. If a tree fell with no one around to hear it, did it exist? The snoring question was different, though. The lagoon was his dream and Raine was part of it. Sometimes, he wasn’t so sure, but perhaps that was wishful thinking. The only thing that existed at the lagoon was what he wished to exist.
The sun was close to setting when Raine pulled the meat from the roasted carcass. He wondered where the car was in fleshland — how close it was to the satellite office — as Raine dished the meal onto primitive coconut bowls and piled cooked tubers onto it. They ate with their fingers. The food didn't do much for Nix's appetite. He didn't have one. And he hardly tasted it. Raine moaned with each bite. Grease glistened on her lips. She licked her fingers. Her joy pulsed through him.
"You crying?"
Nix wiped the corner of his eye. No, he wasn’t crying, but she caught him wishing this moment would never end. This might be the last time he watched her eat like an animal, listened to her snore, watched her swim…
So, no, he wasn’t crying. "The fire... smoke... making my eyes itch."
They left the fire burning, left the meat for scavengers if they got to it in time. Raine grabbed a well-worn surfboard that she carved from the trunk of an ancient tree years ago. “Come on,” she said, shoving his on the ground. “Let’s catch a wave.”
He lay there, in the sand. The sun was low. Her skin, darker.
“Something wrong?”
He shook his head, smiling. “Go on. I’ll catch up.”
She hesitated, sensing the secret inside him. Or did she already know it, preferring to enjoy their last moments instead of soaking in them. He watched her push into the glassy surface, plowing the water with sun-kissed arms, powerful strokes driving her towards the narrow channel that led to the ocean where she’d catch perfect waves. 
Always perfect waves.
The water shimmered. Turned white.
Then black.
Nix stared at the black sedan’s roof. The biomite agent stood next to the car with the door open. He helped him out, led him toward a small brick building where they’d test his biomite population again. Where they’d officially call him a redline.
Where they’d power up the suppression ring.
Where he could say goodbye to dreamland.
 
M0THER
Public Introduction of Biomite Cell Regeneration
 
Jennifer Adams wore a pair of khaki slacks and a white blouse. A small metal American flag was pinned above her left breast. She wasn't sure what to wear to a press conference, one where she'd meet her half-dead husband. This seemed appropriate.
Her daughter rode on her hip, resting her head. The pacifier squeaked, compulsively. Jonathan held her left hand. He wanted to wear his Cub Scout uniform. He tugged at the yellow kerchief snug against his neck. It seemed appropriate. 
Along the wall to their left were reporters and photographers from major outlets across the nation. Cameras clicked and phones buzzed. A man in uniform patted her shoulder, whispered something comforting in her ear (she didn't understand it; she couldn't understand anything at that moment) before rustling the boy's hair and tapping the little girl on the nose.
Jennifer was going to stain her blouse with vomit.
In front of her was a brown podium with several mics. The American flag was behind it. The curtain on the wall was pulled aside. Her breath caught in her throat. It was hard to let out. A man stepped out. He was dressed in hospital scrubs for the announcement. Walter Reed Hospital wanted the world to see what they had done with Jennifer's husband.
That had to be good. Right?
Still hard to breathe.
“General McGee and other members of the army,” the doctor said, "ladies and gentlemen of the press, thank you for coming."
He took a moment to look at the podium, adjusted his cap.
"Jennifer." He smiled. "Thank you for your patience. I know this has been very difficult for you and your family. Your husband, Lieutenant Adams, was gravely injured during an assignment on foreign soil. He returned to the United States on life-support. He lost his arm above the elbow."
The doctor signaled with the edge of his hand somewhere in the middle of his left bicep. Jennifer looked down for a moment, unable to push away the memory of her husband. When she saw him in that bed with the ventilator and the bruises and the swelling... he looked so small. So fragile. 
It wasn't him.
Cameras clicked to capture her raw moment.
"I know this is quite a spectacle we've created, but it is an event the world needs to see. Lieutenant Adam's injuries were fatal. The best we could hope for was to prolong his life with prosthetics and life support. But with the advent of bionanotechnology, his injuries were treated with artificial cell regeneration. We hope to show that this new approach to medicine will change the way not just our service men and women heal, but all of Americans. Lieutenant Adams has a new spleen and lung, his vision has been restored, his arm..."
The doctor adjusted his cap, again. He looked around, slowly.
"Let's not let words get in the way."
Jennifer couldn't feel her knees. She lowered her daughter to the floor before she dropped her. 
She knelt next to her son. 
Her hand quivered over her mouth. She couldn't breathe. She stopped trying.
Because when the curtain pulled aside—
When a man stepped out—
She recognized him. At last, her husband had returned from the war. All of him.
And the cameras snapped and snapped and snapped.
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Albert Gladstone turned 50 years old.
That was a few days ago. He ate birthday cake. It was vanilla with chocolate frosting. His wife and two teenage kids were there. They sang Happy Birthday and watched him blow out the candles. Someone cut the cake and took pieces to his family. His son ate. His wife and daughter didn't. 
Albert ate his piece. Even licked the icing from the paper plate. It wasn't particularly good.
But that was a couple days ago.
He didn't have an appetite now. He couldn't feel much of anything. 
Albert wore loose fitting pants and a shirt that looked more like hospital scrubs. Felt like pajamas. He sat in a comfortable chair in a small room. A small empty room. The chair was cushioned but could've been made out of stainless steel and he wouldn't have known the difference. His biomites began dumping synthetic morphine into his bloodstream an hour earlier. 
Life was bad, but didn't feel as such. 
49.8%
"Jenny from across the street was walking her dog this morning," Albert's wife was saying on the other side of a thick square of glass, "and sends her best. She's got four cats and three dogs, now. I think it's too much, if you ask me. But she says what else is going to happen to these animals? I mean, she goes to the shelter and finds these poor pets that were abandoned by their owners and they're going to be..."
Her words trailed off. 
She covered her face. Words had always been a buffer. They usually didn’t fail.
An elderly woman put her arm around her shoulder. That was Albert's mom. And behind her stood his dad and two kids. His daughter was leaking stained tears. His son wore a mask without emotions. Unlike his mother, he dealt with loss by killing his emotions. 
Albert could hear his wife's sobs through a speaker. They sounded like tiny hiccups strung together with squeaky thread. His daughter stepped forward and smudged the glass with her hand.
"Do you feel all right, Dad? Does it hurt?"
Albert smiled as brightly and widely as possible, but it only translated into a slight upturn of his lips. He nodded once. The cushioned back of the chair crunched on the back of his head. 
49.9%
"I'm proud of you, kids." His words were amplified into the other room. "If I was God and had to build a daughter and son, they would be just like you. I wouldn't change a thing."
He took a moment to draw in a breath. His lungs felt smaller.
His daughter's face was streaked with charcoal tears. She pressed both hands on the glass. 
"This is inhumane!" The old man shook his fist. "How can you murder a good man and refuse to let his family be with him? How can you force us to watch him die from another room? This is... this is... it's diabolical! I am a lawyer and I will see to an end of these sinister laws! I will make sure this will never happen to another human being!"
The old man hammered the glass with both fists.
"THIS IS MURDER! YOU ARE A COLD-BLOODED MURDERER!"
He was speaking to the odd-looking man that was in the room with Albert. Marcus Anderson stood off to the side like an observer, wearing a finely tailored suit and silk tie. He occasionally looked at a device in the palm of his hand. He represented the government in these halfskin matters. Anyone with a loved one near halfskin status knew his face well, a face one would not call handsome. He was the same age as Albert but looked more like Albert's father. His thinning hair was prematurely gray, his head slightly misshapen much like the slight hunch on his back from a outward curvature of his spine. 
He was as emotionless as the son.
A guard politely and gently guided the old man away from the glass but words of protest still trickled through the speakers.
"It's all right," Albert could be heard, whispering. "We all have to end. This isn't so bad."
They didn't believe what he said. Later, they told the press that the gargoyle (they refused to call Marcus Anderson by his name, he was a monster, leave it at that) had drugged him so he would say stuff like that. They probably shouldn't have called him a gargoyle. 
"Shhhhh." Albert was too tired to say anything else so he just made that sound so they would feel comforted. 
He didn't want them to feel sad. He knew the rules. He knew he was pushing his luck with his biomite population. He'd exceeded the biomite seeding recommendation to his brain stem but it had paid off. His memory and analytical abilities were computer-like. He won a record number of federal grants for his lab. He thought the seeding would boost his intelligence to find a cure fort he runaway biomite replication before he went redline. It was a gamble.
But Albert wasn’t much of a gambler.
If he was honest, he didn't like the way it felt. The more the biomites replaced the organic cells in his body, the less present he felt. He was smarter, more successful, more secure... but he just less... real. The agents took him from his lab the moment he went redline. And as he neared the halfskin threshold, he wrote to his wife that everything felt the same, he just felt less real. 
He couldn't explain it any better than that. 
Shutting his biomites down wasn't such a bad idea. Not the way he felt.
50%
Marcus put the device he was obsessively watching into his pocket and respectfully folded his hands. A doctor entered the room.
The sandman began pouring his magical dust into Albert's body. It started at the top of his head and filtered down to his toes. He was becoming heavy. Gravity pulled him into the chair. His head lolled back and forth like he was refusing. He barely heard the sobs get louder.
His eyelids were too heavy.
He wanted to see his kids one last time, but that wasn't to be. He wouldn't hear them again. All he heard, as the biomites slowly shut down, pulling his life with them, was the sound of a leaking tire. A sound that slid through his lips.
"Shhhhhh."
The doctor knelt next to Albert and pressed his fingers to his neck. He checked an instrument that he briefly pulled from his pocket. He stood, nodded.
"MONSTER!" The old man had to be restrained. "My son... was good—"
The speaker clicked off. The glass dimmed. 
 
The family would remain in the room to grieve. Once Albert was fully examined, they would get to see him one more time but would not be allowed to take possession of it for burial. Albert would be cremated and his ashes sent to them. 
Marcus Anderson let his people attend to Albert's body. The man known as Albert Gladstone was gone from this world. If anyone asked Marcus, the man began dying the moment he chose to be seeded.
Marcus stopped outside the room to rub anti-bacterial gel on his hands. He went directly to a room on the bottom floor of Cleveland’s Detainment and Observation Center where a cadre of reporters would want a statement from the Chief of Biomite Oversight and Regulation regarding the shutdown of another halfskin.
He would happy to report one less halfskin in the world.
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Marcus Anderson sunk into the soft leather of the heated back seat, taking comfort in the laptop's blue glow. His flight from Ohio was uneventful. He stayed long enough to answer questions and went directly to the airport to fly home.
The driver turned into the Washington D.C. neighborhood of Spring Valley. The streetlights illuminated the wet pavement.
He adjusted the Bluetooth in his ear. The Press Secretary wanted to be briefed on the halfskin shutdown. When laws regulating biomites went into action, there was revolt throughout the world. But the evidence was overwhelming: if something wasn’t done to curtail biomite integration, the human species was in danger. 
The models predicted that biomites would essentially consume the human population within twenty years without regulation. The Halfskin Laws declared that — until biomite replication was cured at the cellular level — no citizen would be allowed to contain more than 50% biomites. Once over that threshold, you were more machine than human.
Marcus couldn’t agree more. 
The result of shutting down a person’s biomites was always death of the body. The President was concerned about the family and the halfskin’s comfort level. The President had signed the M0ther Oversight Agreement with the United Nations; America would abide by its laws. But, still, the President needed to show compassion for the victim and his family.
He is not a victim. He simply failed to exist.
That's how Marcus framed the definition. If a healthy human cannot exist without the assistance of biomites, then it was a failure to exist. There was a flaw in the definition (people were kept alive by artificial assistance all the time) but Marcus simply drew the line with biomites. These weren’t plastic arms or legs, they were artificial living cells. Replacing your God-given bodily cells with man-made ones was Marcus's beef. A plastic arm was one thing, trading God's temple for a slimmer, stronger, faster body with killer blue eyes was quite another. 
The car eased to the curb. The brick house was set back from the street, a sidewalk meandered toward the front door. Marcus packed his leather briefcase and checked the mailbox on his way inside. Crickets sang and the night smelled wet. He didn't get outside much.
One of the kids was crying upstairs while Marcus hung his coat in the closet. His shiny shoes clapped on the bamboo floor, making a harder click as he turned onto the kitchen tiles. 
"Good evening," he said.
Janine was sitting at the breakfast table with a phone pressed against her ear, surrounded by eternal stacks of documents. He'd had a discussion with her about that — orderliness of body brings orderliness of mind, especially for lawyers — but there were many things they disagreed upon. Their marriage was not a good one by conventional definition, but it was fruitful. It was powerful. Their children would be very successful, given the gene pool from which they were spawned. (Marcus knew this because he had their genomes mapped.) So, they called a truce on the paper stacking. Pick battles, not wars.
"Dinner is just about ready," Ariel, the head nanny/cook, said. She stirred a pot of red sauce. Marcus stopped to smell.
"Then you can get the children."
"Yes, sir."       
 
Marcus closed his office doors. The wall along the back was curved with a mahogany desk centered in front of a bay window. The heavy curtains, drawn. Shelves lined the walls with classically bound books that were authentic, but never read. 
He checked his emails while sipping a freshly pulped glass of carrot juice. He didn't answer any of them, but glanced through the headings before stripping off his clothes and changing into a pair of shorts and t-shirt folded neatly in the bottom desk drawer. He mounted a recumbent bike tucked into the corner to the right of the desk and eased into an exercise routine. He didn’t like exercising on a full stomach, but there wasn’t much choice. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t exercise at all.
The television flickered to life. There was only one channel he watched: news. All day news. As he dug into the next level of resistance — his empty glass flecked with orange spots — he watched protesters march around the Capitol with signs that condemned the Halfskin Laws. They were always out there.
Change is difficult.
 To lead a nation, one accepted protest. People do not like change. They want things to stay the same, forever. Whether they're suffering or not; whether change is logical or absurd, they want things to stay the same. They will hate you for it. Sometimes kill you for it. 
The television went to commercial and came back to Marcus's press conference following Albert Gladstone’s shutdown. He touched a button on the exercise bike, brought the resistance up another level while he watched himself climb to the podium. He hated seeing himself on television. The lights made his skin ashen and always seemed to catch his left eye, the slightly misshapen one. If it weren’t that, it was from an angle that made him look like a hunchback. 
Damn liberals. Always showing my bad side.
"It is with regret that I hold this meeting..." 
Empathy. Sorrow. He nailed every emotion, dead-center perfect. He wasn't lying, he did feel for the family of Albert Gladstone. They had to watch their beloved father-husband-son destroy himself. Marcus was not to blame. He was innocent of such malevolence, just a man helping humanity — infantile in their desires and bottomless in their greed — save themselves from themselves. 
"How do you respond to critics that this is government-sanctioned murder?" he was asked.
And he answered with a stern expression. "We're simply shutting down biomites that have reached a threshold of willful domination in Albert Gladstone's body. The human body is an organic being, not a computer. If it cannot survive without assistance of bionanotechnology, then it has reached its end."
His empathy waned. 
If the reporters all dropped dead simultaneously, he wouldn't show sorrow. He doubted he could even suppress a smile. That would be sinful, but nonetheless. Some of those rats with a pen were direct descendants of Satan. And that, he felt certain, was a fact.
He watched the rest of the conference, suppressing the urge to vomit.
God didn't make machines. Man did.
 
His office doors opened. Janine slung her briefcase over her shoulder. "Office called, I'll have to go."
"It's almost 10:00." 
"Deadline is tomorrow and the world is ending."
Marcus climbed off the bike and mopped his forehead with a towel. He wished for another freshly-squeezed juice. Ariel was most likely gone.
Janine pursed hair pins in her lips while she fixed her hair back. Her face was blotchy and oily. She rarely wore make-up, especially when she went in late.
"Did you see the press conference?" he asked.
She nodded. "I did."
Janine squeezed his shoulder. He hated when she touched him like that. It was a pat on the shoulder and proud expression and she never really looked at him when she did it. It was so... scripted. 
A melodious tone muffled somewhere. Janine finished clipping her hair and dug through her briefcase as she headed for the doors. "This is Anderson." 
Marcus followed her down the hall, hearing the lawyer-speak that he loved so much — a language of order and righteousness — before turning into the kitchen as she exited the front door. He watched the car back out of the driveway, the headlights swinging across the lawn before fading down the street. 
He returned to the office with another juice and prepared for his nightcap. The kids were asleep. The wife, gone. Still, he drew the curtains closed and locked the doors. 
This moment was forever secret. 
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Cali pulled off to the side of the road. The Center was across the field. 
The Detention and Observation Center.
She sat twenty minutes north of Carbondale, Illinois, just off highway 51. Once a fertile field that farmers tilled for corn and soybeans, the ground that separated the road from the Detention and Observation Center laid fallow now, giving rise to yellow-flowering weeds and cocklebur. There used to be a community center over there for farmers, a place they could play bingo or drink coffee and talk about the weather. They wrecked it to build a secure building, one for detaining and observing. The farmers' sons put down their plows and took up badges for a steady sip from the government, to protect this land from the 40% biomite-infested redlines.
This Center was just one of many across the nation. And unless the laws changed or biomite replication was solved, they would become modern day death cubicles. When that day came, overpopulation would not be a problem as M0ther shut off halfskins by the thousands… daily.
The new age holocaust. 
That’s how Cali saw it. Of course, critics were confident that something would change, surely the human race would evolve, they would solve the replication problem. They wouldn’t allow the mass extermination.
But those same critics didn’t have a loved one detained and observed. So Cali was a little… jaded.
She'd been to visit her brother once a week, every week, since they took him. That was six months ago. If she wasn't visiting, she was in the basement.
Working.
She'd taken an unpaid leave of absence from the lab. They understood. They didn’t terminate her. She could always come back when she was ready, they told her. When Cali told people she wasn't well, that she needed some time to sort things out, they didn't ask why. Those that knew her gave her all the space she needed. 
Poor thing.
The Center would see her car parked across the field. Someone would eventually come out. Cali just needed a moment. She came to visit every week, but it wasn't getting easier. The closer she got to this sick and twisted place, the more her hands shook. No one seemed to care that her brother would be dead without biomites.
Now he’s imprisoned for it.
There was no justice in this universe. And if there was a God, she'd smack him for meting out such imbalance. The Christians were right, God had to be a man. Who else could make a woman's life hell?
She fumbled with her purse and tapped out a cigarette. It took a couple clicks of the lighter to get it puffing. She blew a cloud out the window. The mentholated smoke settled her nerves. 
She was used to southern Illinois humidity. Nix was born in Illinois, but Cali grew up in South Carolina and this was mild compared to that. However, she still wasn't accustomed to the flatness. When she drove the country roads, she could see for miles in every direction, like God had scraped the edge of his hand over this part of the world. She craved the trees and hills where she grew up, the wetlands and smell of pluff mud and rank odor of the paper mill on wet days. She missed home, a place where she belonged.
If she went back there, she still wouldn't find it. Home was gone. Gone, gone, gone.
"Better get go-ing..." Avery sang from the back seat.
Cali looked in the rearview. Her eyes — ringed as if with soot, capillaries showing where the whites were supposed to be — looked back. She pushed the hair out of her face and took a drag before adjusting the mirror. Avery was strapped into the backseat watching her iPod. Her backpack was next to her holding all the essentials: water bottle, change of clothes and Pogo, the stuffed rhinoceros. 
"You'll get in trouble if they come out here, Mama. They won't let you see Nix."
"I know, honey. I just need a moment."
The little girl hummed like she'd heard that excuse before. She dragged her finger across the screen and sang, "Better get go-ing..."
Cali smiled. What would she have in this world if that little girl wasn't with her? God had taken everything else but Nix. 
There was nothing left to take.
She sucked on the filtered end and hung her hand out the door. Cali put the car in gear. A white dust cloud followed her to the stop sign where she turned right and passed a tan truck. The truck turned around at the intersection and followed her to the gate. 
Avery was still humming.
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"Your turn."
George sat on the other side of a transparent door. The collar on his uniform was open, his neck unshaven. He tipped back on the chair and dropped his boot on the corner of a small table. The chess pieces rattled, slightly. A smile was hidden beneath a mustache bush. 
Nix stood in the center of his cell. His room. It wasn't a cell, he was reminded often, it was a room. He wasn't a prisoner, he was a ward of the United States under the Halfskin Laws. Nix was under watch, 24 hours a day and had been for the past six months and would be as long as he registered above 40%. In the history of biomites, no one’s population had ever decreased. It was likely he’d have a room for awhile.
At least until he hit halfskin.
The walls were white and barren. There was a bed and a toilet and a sink and a desk and a chair. All white. The desk wasn't for writing since pens and pencils weren't allowed. Recent studies proved certain biomites could spread through liquids, even ink. Seeding usually required specialized equipment, but some of the new breeds of biomites could simply be inhaled as vapor or liquid. No one wanted to be seeded against their will, so Observation and Detainment Centers banned them and desks became more for stacking things than writing. They'd bring him a laptop, if he asked, but it was quarantined and couldn't remain in the room. It was too dangerous. They hadn't explained why.
Currently, there was just the stack of papers that was in the middle of the desk — the only thing on the surface — crisp and colorful drawings from a 10-year girl. Cali brought him one every week from Avery. If he were allowed tape or anything sticky, he'd put them on the wall. Sometimes he spaced them out on the floor and walked through a labyrinth of blue skies and green grass and yellow, smiling suns and brown ponies; he always picked them up and stacked them neatly when he was done. 
Time went so slow in the room.
At least it was comfortable. At least it was safe.
Nix stared at the monitor over the sink. It was not his reflection that looked back — mirrors weren't allowed — but a monitor. He was dressed in (what else) white. He had no hair. None. Not on his head or brows, under his arms or anywhere south of that. All of that fell out after wearing the suppression ring for six months.
Everyone reacted differently to the ring. It was only supposed to suppress the biomites to slow their replication and activity. There's some dangerous redlines out there, George the Guard used to say. Got the strength of a chimpanzee. Got to slow the mites down, Nixy, George would say.
Nix's biomites slowed down. And they dumped his hair like a chemo patient. But that wasn't the worst of it. The no hair thing wasn't a big deal. It was convenient, if you asked him. His skin, perfectly smooth. No, the worst of it was the vibration. 
He heard it and felt it in the middle of his head like an itch he could never reach, like someone struck a tuning fork deep inside his brain. It was always there, day and night. It took away his dreams. Scrambled his thoughts.
Took away Raine.
He sometimes remembered the last time he saw her. The color of her skin. The way she paddled through the water. Other days, she was just a hazy figure in his memory. Someone he used to know.
He tried to sketch her when he had the laptop and his memories were good, spent hours with a doodle program to recreate the lagoon and the blue cliffs and the waterfall. Each time, there were fewer details. Fewer memories.
Without the lagoon and Raine, he felt empty. Alone.
And he couldn't remember the last time he felt that way.
Nix craned his neck. From where he stood, he could already see his next move. He anticipated what George was going to do, even though George was cheating. He was using his phone to log the moves into a chess program, telling him what to do.
"Got you now, halfskin." George chuckled, hands laced behind his head. His eyes were nearly hidden in folds of fat and untamed eyebrows. Nix had a feeling it'd take a 100 suppression rings to make George hairless.
Nix pulled his chair to the door. He studied the board through the embedded criss-crossed wires. He pretended to be thinking. He liked George. Anything was better than nothing. Most of the guards were good at their job, but not George. He talked with the redlines, got to know them. 
Where’d you get the name Nixon? George asked the day he arrived. 
My dad was a fan of dead presidents.
George thought about that. It was the next day he came back, tapped on Nix’s door and then tapped his head. I got that, he said. Richard Nixon, I got that. 
He saw Nix playing chess one day on his monitor and, the very next day, set up a little table. Said he was going to teach this eighteen year old halfskin what a real man could do. Didn't matter Nix wasn't halfskin, he was redline. But that was a technicality. Really, he was a halfskin, just hadn't fulfilled his destiny, George would say. George would show him what a whole man could do. How a pure man could think.
Not a halfskin man.
George was still convinced the biomites were giving Nix superpowers, made him smarter. Maybe he was right. Nix wanted the game last. If it ended too soon, George would take his game and go home. Might not come back. And then Nix would be alone. 
Keep the game close, give him hope.
"Six months," George said, "but I'm finally going to beat you."
Nix planted his chin on his knuckles. Pulling off the con had become more fun than beating him. Watching him walk into the trap was a hell of good time, too.
"Good run, kid. I've beat every mite-infested halfskin in this place but you. It just goes to show you, God-given talent always beats the machine." He tapped his temple. "Creativity, son. It's the power to adapt and create, that's what God gave us, not you with the power to program your little computer-cells."
He leaned back some more.
"You had a great brain but you had to ruin it, had to eat the mites to get better than the rest of us and now look at you." 
His eyes twinkled between thick lids. "You're paying for it now."
George thought Nix chose biomites. Most people did. You don’t have a choice when a drunk driver caves in the side of the car. But why spoil the fun, just lump all the redlines together: a bunch of greedy turds.
"You're going to owe me, William!" George shouted down the hall. "Got the kid stuck."
Nix cringed. He may have strung this one out too long. He didn't want to draw George too far into the trap of disappointment. Once, when he trounced George with a seven-move checkmate, the ring got turned up and Nix's head rattled all night. The biomites damn near shut down. No one knew how the ring got up, but George winked at him the next morning. Nix couldn't get out of bed for a week. 
"There's a cure out there," George said. "A way to get rid of all the mites in your body."
Nix remained pensive. "Why would I want that?"
"You like what you are?"
Nix shrugged, slightly. Sure, why not.

The front legs of George's chair hit the ground. "As long as you got mites, we know where you are, son. You got mites, M0ther’s going to always know what you're thinking, where you're going, whether you're picking your nose or sniffing someone's underwear. You get purged, you can be just like me — a whole man, free to do whatever you want. Why wouldn't you want that?"
Nix studied the pieces. George had been reading too many gossip mags. There was no such thing as a biomite purge.
"If you go to a plastic surgeon," Nix said, slowly, "and cure your ugly, will you still be you?"
Someone laughed down the hall. They were listening.
"I may be ugly, but I'm real."
"So are chimpanzees."
"I'd rather be a monkey than a machine."
Nix sat back and crossed his arms, stroking his baby-smooth chin. He looked up from the board for the first time. George stared back, eyes glittering and mustache quivering.
“What were you doing seven years ago?”
George’s eyes disappeared. “Hell, I don’t know.”
“You weren’t doing anything, that’s why. Because you didn’t exist.”
“The hell that suppose to mean?”
Nix leaned forward, pretended to look at the board. “Did you know it takes seven years for all the cells in your body to be recycled? That means all the cells that composed your body seven years ago have all died and been replaced by new ones. So, for a pure skin like you, the answer is simple, George. By your definition, you didn’t exist because that wasn’t your body. That is, if who you are is your body.”
“Don’t twist facts, kid. I ain’t changed, I’m still me. I’m still flesh and blood and you ain’t, no matter how you slice it.”
Nix hummed, rubbing his chin. "You ever get cavities?"
"Do you ever shut up?"
"What do you do, let them rot?"
"Course not. Go to the dentist, don’t seed a bunch of mites in my mouth to fix it."
"You get fillings, then?"
"That's right, kid. I go to the dentist and let her fix my cavities. Chimps don't do that and neither do machines. Real people do."
Nix nodded. "Is your mouth fake?"
"It’s fixed."
"Does it make it less real?"
"Does this look like a mirage?" He snapped his coffee-stained choppers with a hollow bite.
They stared.
"You got me there, George. You got me there."
George smiled for awhile, thinking about it. Nix got up and crossed the room. He folded his arms, tapped his elbows. 
"Queen to G-6," he called over his shoulder.
A piece slid across the board. George's chin stubble rasped in his palm. He checked his phone a couple times, acted like there was a text.
Nix turned on the water and splashed his face. The chess game was over.
George just didn't realize it, yet.
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Cali flashed her ID at the gate. The guard hardly looked at it. He glanced in the back seat but didn't bother talking to the ten-year old picking her nose. He stepped back into his little station and the flimsy chain-link gates opened. 
He didn't bother telling her where to go.
Cali parked her car in the middle of the visitor's lot with half a dozen other cars. The Center was only two-stories tall but sprawled over 7 acres with a courtyard for exercising. But there weren't tattooed gangsters pumping iron in the yard, just everyday people that redlined too many biomites. Doctors, lawyers, farmers... no one was spared.
Walking-talking machines, she remembered a politician once said when federal money was available to build these Centers and create jobs in his district. Biomites will turn us all into walking-talking machines. Unless we do something, this is the first step in the extinction of the human race. 
Cali checked her face in the rearview. Her face had a strange color, something closer to bruise-yellow than blush. She didn't care, just didn't want Nix to worry. She took a few minutes to doctor her complexion, ran a brush once or twice through her hair. 
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her heart rate was up. She counted her breaths to ten and felt her blood pressure settle down. She couldn't look out of the ordinary. She always made herself look a little nervous when she arrived, so that when this day arrived, her emotional state wouldn't look out of place. 
But not too nervous. 
Cali looked through her bag, flipped through files and made sure a bottle of water and ink pen were at the bottom. Distractions. She reached into the backseat and pulled a drawing from Avery's bag, a scene of the ocean with a dolphin leaping out of the water and a yellow sunset. It was quite good for a ten-year old. Almost too good. She might have an artistic future.
"You going to be all right out here?" 
"Yep." Avery didn't look up from her movie.
"I'll be in there for about an hour."
"I know."
"Of course, you do." She rustled her daughter's hair. "You're a big girl."
"Can you kiss Uncle Nix for me?" Her eyes were wide.
"Not yet."
Avery stuck out her bottom lip.
"Maybe soon, though."
"Okay."
Cali stretched over the seat and kissed her daughter's forehead, whispered, "I love you."
"Love you, too, Mama."
 
Cali stood at the door until it buzzed. 
The floor was hard and shiny. The walls empty. At the end of the short hallway was a counter with a door to the left of it. Cali walked the thirty or so steps while the man behind the counter — wearing a blue uniform, hands folded on the countertop — watched her the whole way. He smiled in neutral.
"Where's Greg?" Cali dropped her bag on the counter.
"Called in sick."
The man's ID badge was clipped to his collar. One Mr. Franklin Moses, here to protect and serve. Franklin gestured to the right. Cali swiped her ID through the scanner. 
"Dr. Cali Richards." Franklin looked to his left and pecked a keyboard behind the counter. 
"I'm not a doctor."
"It says here you have a Ph.D. in Nanobiometrics."
"Don't call me doctor."
Franklin raised his eyebrows. He'd touched a nerve and, wisely, stepped off. 
Cali slid her bag to the right side of the counter onto a black scanning plate. Franklin watched the monitor to his left. The plate vibrated, then stopped.
"Please empty your bag."
Cali let out an exasperated breath. She pushed her hand through her hair and began pulling out the items. She stacked the folders and placed Avery's drawing on top. She put the bottle of water next to it. Franklin picked up the water and turned it around. He looked at her. 
"You have a doctorate in nanobiometrics and you don't know that liquid is not allowed in a Detainment and Observation Center?"
"This is a prison. And if I wanted to contaminate you or anyone else with a new strain of biomites – a super strain of biomites that I could control – I wouldn't have to bring it in a bottle of water, I'd just seed my salivary glands and spit in your eye, Franklin. All it would take is the most inconspicuous fleck of spittle to go airborne, one you'd never notice, and you'd be mine, just like that." Cali grabbed the ink pens from the bottom of her bag. "Taking liquid from people isn't going to make them safe. It's too damn EASY!"
Franklin's eyebrows went higher. He slowly put the water down and began to turn around. 
"I'm sorry." Cali reached for him. "I get a little... stressed out coming here. You know biomites can't go airborne, I was just making that up. I'm sorry, I'm just... a little tight."
"You can't joke about that, Dr. Richards. Not someone of your caliber. And biomites can go airborne, that's why we confiscate any form of liquid. If it's atomized, there's a brief period that a person could be seeded with an unknown strain."
"Yes, yes, I know. I just... my brother... he's just... I don't agree with all this, you know. He doesn't deserve to be locked up. He didn't do anything wrong."
"He's not a criminal, Dr. Richards."
"He's being treated like one."
"No, he's quarantined. It's not illegal to be seeded, but it is illegal to contain too many. I don't make the laws, Dr. Richards. That's just how it is."
Cali locked her lips. She'd said enough. Anymore and he'd throw her out and she'd never come back. She needed to look concerned and worried, not unstable. Not a threat.
"I'm sorry." Cali took the drawing off the folders and pushed it across the countertop. "Look, this is all I want to bring to visitation. Could you send it up to Nix? It's from his niece. She'd come, too, but she's scared of this building."
Franklin paused. He put one finger on the piece of paper and slid it closer.
"She used colored pencils," Cali added. "It's all solid medium, the paper and everything. There's nothing there that can vector a viable biomite. It's like all the other drawings in his room."
He picked it up while staring at her. He lifted it toward the overhead lights and looked through it.
"You can run it through the sterilizer, if you like. Greg knows how much these drawings mean to Nix. And, look, I'm sorry about snapping. I just want to make sure my brother gets a little something every week. Imagine what it must be like in here."
Franklin looked at the dolphin and ocean and sun for a full minute. He placed it on the counter and nodded, curtly. "Very well."
The door to the left clicked. 
 
Another guard.
He motioned for her to come closer and put a cell phone sized box near her throat. She tasted metal.
The humming died. "You're 39.9%, Cali."
Cali nodded.
"You're one-tenth of a percent from redline."
"I'm aware of that."
The guard looked at it while he snapped the reader back on his belt. There was a long silence.
"Can I go?" Cali asked.
"Sure," the big guard said. "Get comfortable. You're probably going to see this place from the inside, reeeal soon."
Cali tightened her lips. She wanted to explain that exponential growth of biomite cells was not an absolute and that her research in the last couple months was showing signs that it could be suppressed by injecting growth regulator code that limited biomite division. Even though she slowed it down, she doubted it could be reversed. Either way, she wasn’t about to tell anyone, not until Nix was out. And they weren’t going to just open the doors and set him free.
She planned on do that.
M0THER
The End of Spelling Bees
 
Joni Neisler's blue placard poked her in the chin. She walked to the slender mic at the front of the stage, far too timidly for someone at the National Championship. But probably just right for a five-year-old.
She tugged at the pleats in her dress.
The judges were conferring.
There was a man behind them. She couldn't see him so well, it was dimly lit beyond the judge's table, but she saw enough. He sat there with his barrel arms latched over his chest next to his tiny wife. He was scowling. They both were. They'd been doing that ever since the contest started. Always at her.
The judge looked over his laptop, his face bluish. "Spell ‘Otorhinolaryngological’."
Joni was supposed to take a deep breath. She was supposed to ask the judge to use it in a sentence. Ask the origin of the word. Her father told her to make it look like she was thinking it through, but the lumberjack dad and his little wife kept staring at her.
They were so angry.
She just wanted to get off the stage.
"Otorhinolaryngological. 
O-T-O-R-H-I-N-O-L-A-R-Y-N-G-O-L-O-G-I-C-A-L. 
Otorhinolaryngological."
Joni went back to her seat. She didn't wait to hear if she was right. She was right. She spelled everything right. She didn't know what was so hard.
The crowd rumbled. There was shifting around. The judges leaned their heads together as the next contestant went to the mic. None of the other kids looked at Joni. Joni was half their age, but that wasn't why they always looked at her strangely. It was something else. Probably the same reason the lumberjack dad was mad at her.
And he was standing, now.
He pulled his wife up, too. They were scooting down the aisle not making much of an effort to walk sideways like you're supposed to when you walk down a crowded aisle.
"Quiet, please." One of the judges, the nice one with perfect teeth, said, "Please settle down."
"We're done here," lumberjack dad said. 
"Sir, you need to take your seat or your son will be disqualified. Distractions need to be kept to a minimum."
More disruptions.
Someone else stood.
Lumberjack dad stared at the nice judge. Joni thought he was going to slug him one.
"You test her?" He pointed that giant arm right at Joni. 
"You have no right!" Now Joni's momma was standing up.
"Did you test her?" Lumberjack dad didn't pay any attention to momma. "The rules clearly state this is a natural-born Spelling Bee. There are competitions for biomite-enhanced young ones, but this is not one of them. And even if it was, that girl is five. She’s too young to be seeded; it’s against the law. So did you test her?"
Arguments broke out in the studio. Judges were standing, crew from off the stage were coming over, and security was already putting hands on the lumberjack dad. People were walking out. One of the contestant’s dad came up on stage and dragged him off by the arm. He gave Joni a mean look.
That's when the first tear came out.
"Did you inspect her brain stem?" Lumberjack dad was shouting over the chaos. He was pointing at the back of his neck while security ushered him away. "There'll be a knot the size of a BB where the seed point is."
One of the judges left. The others were calming the crowd. Joni's face felt hot. Her papa came out of nowhere, put his arm around her. She hid her face while people stomped off the stage. The lights turned up. There was a call for recess, a call for order.
And Joni cried in her papa's arms. She rubbed her tears, smearing them on her cheek, and reached behind her ear. Her little fingers crawled through the hair braided on the back of her head, the braid her mama did for her before the event, and searched the base of her skull.
Where she found a knot the size of a BB.
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Nix used the white washcloth to wipe his face, his head, rubbed the film off his teeth and changed into a new white jumper. He did these things every time Cali came to visit. Ritual was key to remaining sane in solitary. 
And he didn't want his sister to worry.
Nix folded the old jumper and placed it at the foot of the door where a guard could switch it out when he dropped off food. The small table was on its side in the hallway, the chess pieces scattered on the floor. Nix imagined George's computer program suggested he offer a draw after a few more moves. 
Or kick over the table and leave.
Nix returned to his desk and straightened the only stack of papers on it. Every week, Avery sent a drawing. Sometimes it was animals, sometimes people. Most of the time, it was scenery, like the mountains or the lake. Regardless, it always had the sun. The sun was bright yellow and shiny, just like he remembered. He could see the sun rise from his window, but it wasn't the same from inside the Center. The sun didn't rise the same when freedom was gone.
He rubbed the waxy, yellow circle peeking over the lush hills. No liquid there. Just a sterilized piece of paper. Nix smelled it. It reminded him of home. Reminded him of when Cali and Thomas would be working at the lab late at night and Nix would put Avery to bed. He'd take a book from her nightstand and open it and the smell of the pages would fill his nose with memories. That's what those old pages smelled like: memories. They were old books, books that Cali read to him when he was little. 
Remember the wild rumpus?
He smelled the paper again. He knew they were watching him. There were cameras that captured his every move, little eyes in the corners. Nothing went without record. 
He was counting on it.
Nix pulled the chair in front of the monitor. He placed the pictures on his lap and waited.
Hours later, the monitor flickered.
 
His image disappeared, replaced by another sitting in a similar chair in a white room, hands on her lap.
"Little brother."
Nix smiled. He was always surprised how much the sight of his sister could warm him. Even if she was a faint shadow of what she used be. A waif. A troubled soul. Her shoulders were pointy, her cheeks drawn. The room was well-lit but, still, shadows darkened her eyes. 
"How are you?" he asked.
She looked at her lap, picking at her fingers. "I'm well."
"You're eating?"
Nod.
She's too demure. She's thinking about it too much. 
"How's the little angel?"
The shadows lightened. Her teeth showed pearly and white. She told him about making cookies. Avery came up with her own recipe: chocolate chip and potato chip cookies. Sounded gross because it was. They made jelly bean and peanut cookies, gummy worm cookies, and, finally, a batch of sugar and syrup cookies. They decided to take them to the volunteers at the animal shelter. They were going to form a group called Baking a Difference and would get the neighborhood kids involved. 
Cali loosened up. She always felt relaxed when she talked about Avery. They went on to talk about other things, like the new playground down the street and the neighbor’s new baby. 
Something slid under the door. 
Nix saw the drawing. The corners of the paper were folded up. He looked at Cali. She was speechless. 
He retrieved it and sat down. This one was an ocean with a dolphin. It was jumping out of the water with a big smile, free at last. 
Free at last.
Nix touched the sun.
"She misses you." Cali sniffed. She didn't have to pretend. "She wants to know when you're coming home."
"What do you tell her?"
"I tell her soon."
"Maybe you should tell her the truth."
"I've petitioned the government to open a new branch in our lab. Our research was showing strong signs of biomite remission when exposed to RNA injections before they cut funding. If we can just have a year or two, Nix, I know I can bring your biomite levels below 40%."
"A year or two."
She looked back at her fingers. She was making all this up. There was no remission evidence in laboratories, public or private. Maybe in the basement, but not at the lab.
"You'll get me out of the redline?" Nix muttered. 
"And out of here, if they just listen."
"That's a lot of ifs."
"That's all I got." Cali wiped both eyes. "You're all I got."
There was a lot of truth to that. Only Nix was aware of just how true it was. He stared at the picture, remembered going on vacation to Folly Beach outside Charleston, South Carolina and seeing dolphins for the first time with Avery. Remembered sleeping on the beach towel in the afternoon while she built castles and Cali and Thomas went for a long walk. That was vacation. That was a long time ago.
"She worked hard on that," Cali said. "I got her a new set of pencils with special colors just for you. She must've spent months drawing that one."
"I like it." He held it up. "Tell her thank you."
"Maybe one day you can tell her."
They talked about neighbors. Talked about his old friends. They filled the gaps with words, making it all seem normal. Finally, Cali stood up.
The screen went blank.
Nix sat for several minutes, looking at the colors. It was just like the other ones, pictures from a lovely girl to a loving uncle. He lifted it to his nose and breathed in the waxy aroma.
His sinuses tingled. A tickling sensation penetrated the porous bone plate that separated his olfactory senses and entered his brain like a virus. Like living cocaine. He held the back of the chair, kept his eyes open even though the room was spinning. 
Special colors just for you.
Nix made it to his bed and lay down without looking suspicious. Cali told him on the last visit that Avery was working on a special drawing. He knew something was coming. Intuition told him to smell it. 
Something embedded in the colors. 
His sister was a genius. She spiked the drawing with something — probably a new breed of biomites, ones that eluded the ring’s effect. Nix could feel them spread out in his head like cold webbing. If the guards suspected something, they would already be in his cell.
She discovered something new. 
Something undetectable.
Nix lay back and closed his eyes. For the first time in a long time, since the day that ring went around his neck, he smelled the ocean.
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Cali wiped her eyes with a tissue. It was the first time she'd teared up during a visitation. She cried when they took her little brother from the house, but not since. Not ever. She'd never allowed herself to feel those emotions, but the thought of her little brother coming home was just too real. 
It got to her.
It probably didn't hurt her performance. It would be completely expected, probably bored all the people watching. 
She walked out without a word from any of them. She stopped outside the final door. The sun was overhead. Nix didn't see that very much, at least not on his own terms. That's what he always requested of his niece to draw for him: suns. Draw me something yellow, he would say. 
Cali peeked through the back of the car. Avery was laid out on the seat, eyes closed. Cali closed the door behind her quietly so she wouldn't wake the angel. She stopped herself from giving her daughter a hug, giving her the good news.
Uncle Nix will be home soon.
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The head of the table was empty. Marcus entered. 
The other chairs were filled with children. His wife, Janine, was seated at the other end. Her head was bowed. He could tell when she was thinking. Always thinking. Never here. Always somewhere in her head, combing through facts, through paperwork and scenarios. A lawyer's work never rested. Not for good ones, she would say.
The children had their hands on their laps, heads slightly bowed. They weren't thinking of clients and affidavits. Only dinner.
Marcus sat down. "Let us pray."
Their heads bowed deeper.
"Bless us, O' Lord, and these Thy gifts which we are about to receive from Thy bounty. Through Christ, our Lord. Amen."
The clinking of china was preceded by signs of the Cross — Father, Son, Holy Ghost. Ariel moved into action and helped the children spoon sauce over their noodles. Marcus smoothed a cloth napkin over his lap and watched that no one put their elbows on the table. All the napkins were in place. His wife was on her second glass of wine. 
Pick battles.
He began eating. The dinner proceeded as it had every night, in relative quiet. Nothing but the tink-tink and the occasional slurp. Not too many. They were kids, after all.
Marcus twirled noodles on his fork and, before filling his mouth, pointed at the empty seat he hadn't noticed. "Where's Andrew?"
"Fever and a sore throat, sir." Ariel filled Janine's water glass.
Marcus chewed carefully and spoke again once he swallowed. "Is he getting clear liquids?"
"Yes, sir." 
Another bite. Swallow. "Have you given him herbal tea for the sore throat?"
"Yes, sir," Ariel said.
"It helped a lot, sir," Margaret, the new part-time nanny said. "He fell right to sleep when he was finished."
Marcus nodded, thoughtfully. He wasn’t thrilled with another nanny, even part-time. But his job had him away from home more often and Janine was too busy playing lawyer.
Janine asked the children how their day at school was and how they were feeling. No one felt the least bit sick, although someone puked in William's class after recess. He started to describe the smell when he was cut off. He managed to say chunks of meat before his name was called. Sternly.
"You know, my sister's son, he's seven," Margaret said, helping Clifford cut his noodles, "and he come down with a fever and they took him to the pharmacy where they got these little temporary biomite injections. Have you seen those?" 
She held up her fingers a half inch apart, indicating they were real small.
"They fight infection and then get washed out through the kidney. They're not like regular biomites that reproduce. He was better that evening."
Marcus chewed slowly with his lips closed. He flipped a glance at Ariel who did not return the look. The meal finished without much conversation.
 
Marcus unzipped the suitcase, threw it on the bedspread. He began the weekly ritual of packing for a trip. He started with his underwear — pressed and folded. All of them white with tiny red stripes on the elastic band. Next were socks, followed by gym shorts for working out in the hotel exercise room, bathing suit for the hot tub, and t-shirts for lounging. His suits and ties would be packed in a hanging case.
He went to the bathroom — open to the bedroom — to pack toothpaste and the rest. Janine came out of the shower room rapidly working the water from her ear with her finger. She was wearing a white robe, not the one he'd gotten her for Christmas but one she'd bought a year before that. She always said she liked the way the old one felt, she'd get to the new robe one of these days. Just not until she was finished with the old one. 
Janine fished through the drawer to the right of the sink, found a pair of tweezers and went into the walk-in closet. She sat on the bench in the middle of her closet and hiked her foot up on the stool and began to work on her toenails, digging out the ingrown portions. 
Click. 
She liked to pick.
Click.
She'd been to the doctor but preferred to work out the problems on her own. 
Marcus found his razor, his cologne, shaving cream and the rest, shoving it into a toiletry bag and went back to the bed. It was one thing to listen to the click, click, but quite another to see the cottage cheese-laden legs beneath the frayed edges of that worn-out robe. He used to rub those legs, when she was in law school, when she'd be up 72 hours at a time, sleepless from leg aches. 
She didn’t look like that, then. 
More like a linebacker, now. And not one from Harvard. More like NFL All-Pro. Marcus gave her P90X for Christmas. Never got opened. 
Click.
"I've arranged for Ariel to bring the kids home after William’s play," Janine said. "Will you at least see some of it?"
"Afraid not. I'll be on the West Coast, starting in Seattle tomorrow morning and finishing in San Francisco on Thursday."
"His performance is on Wednesday."
"I'm not flying back for that, Janine."
Long pause. Not an empty one.
Marcus finished packing his carry-on. He pulled three suits from the closet and laid them on the bed. They were pressed and clean and spotless. They went into the hanging garment bag. 
"How many halfskin shutdowns are you going to attend?" Janine leaned against the closet door frame.
"As many as there are, dear."
"They'll only increase." Her tone was final. "This... biomite war you're waging... you can't win it, Marcus. People are going to keep seeding unless they become illegal."
"Then we'll keep turning them off."
"Until what? Until you've wiped out the human race?"
"Just the seeded ones."
"This is an infringement on their liberty—"
"Spare me the lawyer speak." He dropped the suitcase on the floor, snapped out the telescoping handle. "People will destroy themselves if we let them."
"That's their choice."
"Then why not just legalize everything, Janine? Why not just set up heroin shops and cocaine dens outside the kids’ school? Let's not have a drinking limit, it's their life, after all. It’s their choice to destroy it."
He hung the garment bag on the top of the bedroom door and paused. Janine dropped the tweezers in the drawer. Her robe crumbled on the floor. Her granny panties snapped around her waist. Marcus didn't turn around.
"Technology will catch up," she said. "They'll be able to control runaway replication at some point."
"I hope it does. I don't like shutting down halfskins."
"I think you do."
Immortality is meant for the soul. Not the flesh. 
Marcus slid his feet into moccasin slippers and pulled his suitcase with the garment bag over his shoulder. 
"In case you're wondering," Janine mumbled, "I'm going to a fundraiser tonight with Helen. Make sure the children have brushed their teeth. Alexander has not been flossing."
She was standing in front of the mirror with bobby pins in her mouth, pulling her black hair back. Her nipples pointed at the faucet. 
"Tell her I said hi." He started and stopped. "And I want the new nanny fired."
"Mmm-mm."
Marcus went to his office. He texted Ariel to make sure Alexander flossed.
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Nix stared at the ceiling. 
He was cautious not to daydream. He kept his attention on his breath, emptied his mind. It had been weeks since Cali delivered the special drawing. She continued her weekly visits, as usual, and asked how he was doing.
Good. Real good.
Then they talked about Avery needing braces, how the Holloway's dog got hit by a car, how crappy the weather was. She didn't bring anymore pictures, just said that Avery was probably going to make him another one in two weeks. She was pretty clear about it. In TWO weeks.
But Cali wasn't bringing another picture. 
She was telling him how long to wait.
She had embedded biomites into the waxy yellow sun. They were undetected by the ring that registered him at 48.8%. But Nix felt the effects. They weren’t suppressed at all.
They were fully active. 
The ring had no effect on these new breed biomites, had no recognition of their proliferation. His senses slowly enhanced as they integrated into his body. He smelled the subtle odors down the hall, knew when the guards were eating, when they last showered. He saw more colors, felt more textures.
The new breed biomites heightened it all. He had become... more. If he had to guess, they put him over 50%. He was probably halfskin and no one knew it.
Cali told him to wait. Wait until there were enough of them, until the levels of these new breed biomites were more active. Then he'd know what to do. 
Waiting was the hard part.
At night, he closed his eyes and fell into rhythmic breathing. If anyone was watching, he was sleeping. But these were opportunities to smell the lagoon. Occasionally, he could hear Raine's laughter. Maybe he imagined it.
Maybe not.
Each night, he hoped to know more, perhaps to see the blue cliffs and the trees framing the crystal water. Each night, he only sensed a glimmer of that world. He'd wake in the morning, still a prisoner.
On the week that Avery’s next drawing was to be delivered — four weeks since he snorted the yellow sun — Cali didn't come to visit.
 
George was waiting outside his door. 
It had been a month since he last saw George, but there he was with the table and the box under his arm. George began setting up the board. He didn't say much, just pushed the pieces around.
Nix smelled something new about him, something metallic, the ting of aluminum on the edges of his tongue. He looked at George sorting out the blacks and whites. That’s when the new breed biomites whispered Cali’s plan. Her ghostly voice was inside his head. It was a recording that was triggered by the sight of George, told him what to do.
Told him it was going to hurt.
Such a hypocrite. Such a liar.
George was 10% biomite. Maybe more. Nix realized he could read George's thoughts. Somehow, Cali's new breed biomites were seamlessly scanning and connecting with other biomites within a short range, like wireless computers. And the biomites he was sensing were in George's brain.
Like a book.
"A game?" George tapped the small table outside the door. "Or you have somewhere to go?"
Nix looked up from his bed. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, sleepy. 
"Heh-heh," George added. "I've been thinking, about our last game, where I went wrong... I have to be honest, I was cheating."
"I know."
"I know you know." George touched up the pieces, centering them in each of their squares. "But I figured I should come clean. I was using a machine to beat you and that's not fair. I'm here as a man, as a human being—" He thumped his chest. "—to redeem the spirit of Man!"
George muttered a little pep talk. He clapped his hands and asked what color Nix wanted. Nix balked so George took white.
"The good guys," he said, and moved Queen's pawn two spaces.
Nix went to the sink, splashed water on his face. He wiped his scalp, the back of his neck. Dabbed himself dry with a hand towel. He just realized that, in his dreams, he had hair. I had hair, before. And now I'm this.
I've forgotten what I look like.
"Come on, already." George looked at his watch. "I go on shift in an hour and you're over there making yourself pretty. You ain't got a date, halfskin, and I ain't easy to look at, either. So let's go."
George wasn't a bad guy. Maybe not good, but not bad. Nix felt a pang of guilt for what he was about to do to him.
But George was his ticket. 
It needed punched.
M0THER
Historic Pitch
 
Jonny Miser took the ball from the catcher halfway between the mound and home plate. He chickenwinged his glove under his right arm and rubbed the new off the ball with both hands. He made one loop around the pitcher's mound, careful not to touch the dirt until he was back around the front.
Bad luck, if he did.
Wrigley Field fans were on their feet. Even the fans on the rooftops were up and waving and whistling and shouting. He wiped the sweat off his forehead.
It was hot for October. 
He blinked, focused on the scoreboard. A one-run lead. Three balls, two strikes. He looked around the diamond, St. Louis Cardinal base runners looked back from all three bags.
Last game of the season. Win, you're in. 
The sort of pressure Jonny loved. 
He couldn't hear the crowd. The voices blended together in a blur of white noise. The whole world was watching. People were on the edges of their seats at home, on their feet in the bars across the nation, all of them ready to watch Jonny Miser close out the St. Louis Cardinals to win the division.
It was all up to Jonny.
He did hear one of the voices. The one in his head.
Don't blow this. 
He toed the rubber, digging his cleats into the divot. He wedged the side of his foot against it and looked at the catcher. His arm dangled at his side, the surgically-repaired elbow tingling.
He shook off the first pitch. Took the next one.
The heat.
Jonny would propel his team into the playoffs by blowing a fastball past the batter. Put it all into this pitch, the last one of the season. 
It would also be the last one of his career.
Jonny Miser went into his stretch, the crowd frenzied, the batter waving his bat, the umpire crouched behind the catcher. 
He kicked his leg. 
He threw the historic pitch.
The umpire never called it. He stumbled, eventually falling on his back. He never saw it.
The sound of the ball was described as a wet gunshot that shattered the catcher's hand. If it missed the glove, it would've ended his life.
It was later explained that the Tommy John surgery performed earlier that year utilized a small amount of biomites to repair tendons in Jonny Miser's arm. The low levels were monitored by the league and remained at less than 1%. However, it was later explained the biomites responded to elevated levels of cortisol and norepinephrine — stress hormones — and induced an immediate proliferation. In minutes, the biomite population had consumed his arm. 
Impossible, said nanobiometric engineers.
The pitch was clocked at 204 mph.
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Cali unpacked.
Avery's clothes were on top. She placed them in the empty drawers, all the shirts nicely folded and cleaned. All perfectly stacked. Next, she took hers out, placed them in the larger drawers, not so meticulous with them. 
She dragged the large bag to the corner and unloaded the toiletries around the sink. The Chicago Marriott welcome kit was neatly arranged against the mirror. Cali took the time to unload the toothpaste and deodorant and brushes and soap and everything else to keep the bathroom area in order. They'd be staying in the suite for the next couple weeks and Cali hated a messy bathroom.
Avery jumped from bed to bed, giggling with each leap, crumpling the floral bedspreads in heaping wrinkles. 
Cali wanted a smoke. It was too far to walk down to the street. She brushed her teeth, instead. They'd been in the car long enough to pound out a pack of cigarettes. Her chest wheezed. She hated the city — too big, too cold — but she hated not knowing even more. And she came to Chicago, not knowing if things would work.
They have to. They have to.
Cali dug a clot of clothes from the drawers and went to the bathroom.
"Going to take a shower, Mama?" 
Cali mumbled something and closed the door. She missed the light switch and, in the dark, kicked the toilet. Pain seared her big toe, shooting over the top of her foot. She found the light and half a toenail on the floor, still covered with chipped orange polish from the last time Avery painted them. 
Blood bubbled on the exposed nail bed.
She quickly ran the shower, undressed and stepped in to wash off the dirt, to wash away the emotions, to clean her mind. The steamy water covered the sobs hiccupping in her throat. Blood washed in diluted rivulets to the drain. Cali wondered how many of those red platelets were biomites just imitating blood. How much of that is me?
She reached out and hit the light switch.
Showered in the dark.
 
"Stop jumping."
"Yes, Mama." Avery climbed off the bed nearest the window. "Do you feel better?"
Cali brushed her teeth again, decided to wear the robe instead of getting dressed. She found a Band-aid at the bottom of her bag and wrapped her toe. Avery was standing on the window frame, arms out, palms pressed against the glass. Cali cleaned the blood off the bathroom floor and retrieved the brittle toenail — that was the second time she'd cracked a nail in a week — before Avery saw it. Blood creeped her out, made her lose her breath.
"Everything's so biiig," Avery announced, smudging the glass with her lips. "The people look like ants."
Cali smiled. That's what she said when she was a little girl and her dad brought them along on a business trip and took her to the top of what was called the Sears Tower. She remembered her stomach lurching and the cars looked like toys. 
"I want to spit." Avery had a very big smile. "What do you think would happen if we spit, Mama?"
"You'd get in trouble."
"No one would know it was us. There's like a million windows on this building, Mama. No one would know."
"How are you going to get the window open?"
Avery examined the glass. She ran her fingers along the edges. "How come it won't open?"
"They don't want anyone falling out."
"Oh, my." Avery covered her mouth, her eyes wide but smiling. "What would it feel like to fall?"
Cali wondered the same thing. What would it feel like?
Would she feel anything in her empty stomach? Would she feel alive, for once? Or would it bring relief?
 
"I'm hungry." Avery stumbled into the office area of the suite. "When are we going to eat?"
Cali was still in her robe. There were two tablets and a laptop open and running on the desk. CNN was on the TV. She slouched in the chair, head resting on the back. 
"You want to call up room service?"
"Yes!" Avery leaped and clapped. She scuttled into the bedroom and picked up the phone.
Cali kept an eye on her screens. The lights were off. The room shimmered data blue. CNN might pick up the story she was waiting for, but she knew she'd see it on her company's — BioMed — news feed first. She logged on with an encrypted connection and watched story after story of anything biomite-related scroll down the laptop screen. 
She reached out and tapped Nix's name with one hand. The news feed spit out past stories regarding his initial seedings and development, including confidential data. She punched in a date to limit the stories to current ones. 
The information stopped. 
So she waited.
She kept her eyes on the empty screen, waiting for a story. Waiting to hear anything on her brother while her stomach turned and her eyes grew heavy and reporters droned on the TV. 
She waited. 
She waited.
 
The room was dark, lit only by the television's flare.
The computers were asleep.
Cali wiped the spittle from her mouth. The other room was silent and dark, as well. She sat up and tapped the space bar.
The screen was full of words.
Full of stories.
All containing Nix's name.
...Nixon Richards is en route to Northwestern Memorial Hospital's biomite wing... 
She scrolled the mouse wheel, her eyes racing over the words, looking and looking. She clicked the next story describing more details.
...his condition critical... 
Cali flopped in her chair, eyes stuck on those two words. Condition critical. Critical.
But he's alive.
He's out.
It worked. He’s out of the Center.
And he was at Northwestern Memorial, in the nation’s most advanced biomite technology wing only two blocks from where she was sitting. She let out a breath. A long stale one. Perhaps one she'd been holding for several months.
Avery was lying on the bed, the iPod inches from her face. Electric shadows stretched over her cheeks. Cali looked around. 
"I thought you ordered room service?"
"I didn't know what you wanted," she said, dully. She did not look up. "And you were sleeping."
Cali lay next to her, stroking her daughter's hair. They watched a few minutes of a movie.
"Did you get good news?" Avery asked.
Cali kissed her cheek. "Yes."
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George needed a victory. Something. Anything.
All he had was this place, this job.
He had no life outside of it. 
It wasn't always like that. He used to be somebody. He was starting left guard for an AA state champion football team. He had an Associate’s degree in Criminal Justice. And he was eight years from retiring to Florida where he'd find a trailer and fish until the sun went down.
Some people had it worse than old George, but, still, he needed a victory. He needed something to remind him he was worth something.
This little... chess game... it was nothing to Nix. That kid had nothing else but time to think about it. George had responsibilities, he had alimony and child support, he had a sick mother and an asshole father. He had all sorts of things occupying his mind, but he was damned if he'd use that as an excuse. He was better than that.
He was better than a machine.
And that's just what Nix was. He was damn near 50% biomite, something like 49.9%. One-tenth of a percent didn't make you human. You were half human — half machine. No way around it.
George, on the other hand, was only 10% biomite. That wasn't much. And he didn't choose to get seeded. He was diabetic and alcoholic and those were treatable diseases with biomite technology. The doctors assured him he was seeded with suppressed varieties that doubled in population once every 15 years. That meant he would be dead before he redlined. If a little seeding made his life a little less miserable, then praise the Lord.
He rested his elbows on his knees. He decided last time there was too much chit-chat. Nix threw him off-balance with all the talk. He needed to concentrate. Besides, his act of confession about the last time was just a decoy. He downloaded some chess code and had the doctor seed his brain. It was only a 1% biomite boost, but guaranteed to make him remember more and analyze faster. 
And it was working, he could tell.
It used to be he only had one or two moves planned, but now he was planning five or six. He felt good, felt right. Felt like today was his day. He could even see a way to checkmate this snotnose in seven moves. 
George felt his scalp tingle. He wiped the sweat with his sleeve. The hallway was getting warm, the A/C was down. No matter, he was on a roll.
George lifted the knight with two fingers, placed it on C-6 and studied the board. If he had things figured right, Nix would take the bait and swipe his bishop, which would leave him open to get his queen in position.
He lifted his hand. Move made. He looked up.
On the other side of the glass...
Sitting in a chair on the other side the glass... door...
He wiped his eyes. They were blurry with sweat. He needed a drink, he was parched. His throat was scratchy and hot. He wiped his forehead again.
"You all right?" Nix asked.
George waved the kid off. "Shut up and move."
The kid watched him. George looked away, irritated. But then he moved exactly where he wanted him. The little dummy took his bishop, just like he planned. 
Good God!
George could hardly keep calm. He forced himself to sit still, forced himself to refrain from moving too quickly. He pretended to think for a full minute while sweat ran down his temples and his brain quivered with excitement. 
He made his move.
Queen to F-3. 
He refused to look up, he couldn't be distracted. Not again. Not like last time. Whatever the hell brought that weird thing up a minute ago was... it was nothing. He focused. 
Focus. And never look up from the board. 
He executed every move, just like he planned. Nix castled his king into safety. Or so he thought. George pushed his pawn up a square. All he needed was one more move and it was a done-deal. The rook would slide up to C-2 and he could accept the kid's submission— 
"Bishop to G-8."
George shuddered. 
His head was vibrating on the inside, like someone jammed a vibrator between his ears. His eyes stung from the heat. Will somebody turn up the goddamn air-conditioning?
He reached for the black bishop. His hand moved like a sandbag, dropping on the pointed end and sliding it across the board. 
He didn't see that coming.
He didn't...
See...
George looked up. He looked through the glass door. He didn't see the kid... it wasn't the kid... sitting there. He wiped his face, rubbed his eyes, moved his mouth like it was filled with paste and looked again.
It wasn't the kid.
It wasn't Nix.
James?
"Hey, Georgie. How's it going, bud?"
My best friend?
The guy he grew up with was sitting on the other side of the door. His buddy, his friend for life, his best man at his wedding...
James was sitting in there. His blood brother.
The man that slept with my wife.
"Georgie, remember this one?" James kicked the chair across the room, got on his knees next to the bed. "Remember the time you came home from work early and saw this? You remember?"
James's hips gyrated, grinding into the mattress. He closed his eyes, head back. James’s fingers caressed the sheets. The frame squeaked with every thrust. It began to sound like a woman moaning. A woman loving it. 
Loving every second of it.
"Remember that, Georgie?"
Yeah. He remembered. 
He remembered the best man that took his life away... he remembered the best man he'd take a bullet for, the man he'd die for, the man who was doing that with his wife... HIS WIFE... AND THAT MAN WAS RIGHT… IN... THERE!
Click.
George touched the monitor on his belt. The door unbuckled. James backed up. George came in, fists clenched. He'd waited a long time for this day. He waited a long time to tell his best man what he thought, what he felt... all these years.
Chess pieces fell on the floor as he stepped into the cell. The door latched behind him. 
His head was vibrating. It was so hot.
Like fire.
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Nix watched the madness unfold.
He hardly looked at the chess board. Instead, he watched George’s memories like streaming videos. He wasn’t sure how he was doing it, just looked up and there they were. At first, Nix misunderstood, thought he was remembering something in his own past. But he was remembering someone else’s life, someone middle-aged. 
Sitting right in front of him.
The new breed biomites had something to do with it. Cali’s message was clear: Nix would know what to do. He had to get out of the Center. He couldn’t just walk out, even if he had George tied with his hands behind his back and a gun to his head, they’d simply shut off Nix’s biomites and it was over. Like that. Cali had another plan, a way that would force them to take Nix far away from the Center, to a place with less security. A place easier to dupe.
But it was going to hurt. 
So Nix sat there watching George’s memories, sorting through the painful ones. There were so many to choose from, but there was one that continued to rise to the surface. And that would be it. That would trigger the escape.
Nix made that memory a reality.
George saw what Nix wanted him to see. None of it was real, but George wouldn't know the difference. Maybe it wouldn’t work on someone else, someone smarter, someone who didn’t drink or had more refined biomites with security patches. As it was, George wanted to believe his thoughts, he loved to be entertained. His reality was what his brain biomites told him was reality. And they told him that his best friend, his greatest betrayer, was ten feet away, mocking him.
Nix knew all too well that the mind can make people see what they want to see.
When the door popped open, when George entered his room, Nix thought-commanded his new breed biomites to dull his nervous system. He stood up, numbly, and backed away. George came through the doorway, the door shutting behind him. This needed to be beyond anything they could handle in the Detainment and Observation Center. They would need to get him out after this.
George looked like a grizzly. His chest expanded, his eyes red and wild. Teeth bared. He backed Nix into a corner, hot air streaming out his nostrils. Before the first blow landed, the new breed biomites connected with the surveillance cameras and began downloading the video stream, capturing every last second of the mauling that took place in room 204. 
It was a beating that lasted three minutes with guards begging him to stop. A beating of pure hatred, bent vengeance, total destruction.
When it ended, no one would recognize the face that belonged to Nix Richards. 
The cameras would never forget.
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Marcus loosened his tie.
Down on Van Ness Avenue, three stories down, was a line of people. A line of gays and lesbians and hippies. The lesbian with the crew cut was bellowing into a bull horn. 
Only in California. Only in San Francisco. 
He'd been to almost every state to witness a halfskin shutdown and he'd never seen picketers. There were scathing editorials and dirty looks, but Americans understood this was a problem and the government was looking out for them.
But not in California.
They were saving the world one tree at a time, hiking up their sleeves and making humorous signs that belittled the grave danger biomites presented to humanity. And the liberal media was more than happy to slurp up, regurgitate it to the general population so that teenagers around the world believed the government is a big bad wolf coming to blow their house down. 
They were all going to hell. 
God did not look kindly on the free-sinning lifestyles of California. He did not approve of their dream worlds. If these people got a job, if they lived in reality, they wouldn't have time to kick off their shoes and parade in front of the Detention and Observation Center. They'd be home, taking care of their family. Taking care of kids. 
California. 
It was federal law to establish secure centers for detainment and observation. Somehow, converting a five-story building on a downtown street did not conform to what Marcus considered secure.
These jerkoffs were right there at the entrance. 
He watched his car coast down Van Ness Avenue. It slowed near the entrance but continued without much notice. He'd phoned down for the driver to meet him on Polk Street. He’d take the back exit and walk the block over. 
He dug a camera from his soft leather handbag, snapped a picture of the bullhorn lesbian. He'd get her identity. He'd make sure he attended her halfskin shutdown. That he'd enjoy.
He folded his jacket and tie and stuffed them into his bag, snapping it shut. He hoped if any of the hippie protesters saw him, they wouldn't think much. 
The door opened. "Sir, the Secretary of State is on the phone."
Tim held the cell phone to his chest. Marcus walked around the shiny conference table, hand out and fingers wiggling.
"Yeah." He spoke into the phone, closing the door on Tim. "Just leaving."
Marcus wandered back to the window.
"It went fine, just a little backlash at the front door."
He listened to the voice on the other end.
"Chicago?" Marcus spouted. "Why'd they move the kid out of the Center?"
The Secretary of State explained the public relations waiting for him at Northwestern Memorial Hospital. The kid had been nearly beaten to death by one of the Center's guards.
"That's not our problem. That's on the Center."
"They suspect a bad biomite seed caused excessive aggression," the Secretary said. “In the guard.”
"Look, I don't know why you're calling me. People snap all the time, that's not on us. I suggest you get him back to the Center, let him heal and then we'll shut him down when he’s halfskin."
There was discussion.
Marcus pulled the phone from his ear, looked at the photo uploading to his screen. He took a deep breath, put the phone against his head.
“That gets out,” the Secretary said, “we got problems.”
The Secretary was right. People like those on the street would send that around the world. By morning, the media would paint the administration as blood lusting animals sending their redline babies to meat factories where they'd get battered and raped before they got shut down.
"Listen, the President wants that kid nursed back to health, he wants us to care for him, to do everything we can do. He's sitting at 49%. We can't shut him down while he looks like that because one of our people snapped."
"All right."
"It's not us against them, Marcus. Get over there and clean this up."
Marcus looked out the window. "No one goes near that kid's hospital room besides doctors and nurses. Post security, I'll fly out tonight."
He dropped the phone on the table.
He went out the back way. 
Things would be so much easier if people didn't get in the way.
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Avery was swimming with some kids at the other end of the hotel's pool. Cali watched from a lounger. Big, round sunglasses hid her eyes even though they were indoors. 
She was thinking.
There were always problems. She was an engineer, knew to plan for contingency. She thought they’d let her see her brother. She had waited a day to go to the second floor of the hospital so it didn’t appear like she was already in the city, waiting for him to arrive. She saw the guy sitting outside her brother’s room reading a paper. She explained who she was, showed her identification.
He simply shook his head. 
No one, absolutely no one, is allowed to see this kid. Not his sister, not his mother, not Jesus Christ. 
She stood in front of the guy, clenching and unclenching her fists, until he told her that she needed to move on before he escorted her out. 
Cali wandered down the hall, turned the corner and leaned against the wall. She didn't know where to go, what to do. There were a dozen options but none of them had long term viability. 
She needed to think.
She needed to do something, fast.
And that's when the small, freakish looking creep walked past her. He reeked of government entitlement. His pants were wrinkled, collar undone. His stride was bold, his shoes clapping the floor like it offended him. He oozed power.
She knew who he was. Ever nanobiometrics engineer knew what Marcus Anderson looked like. He put that guard there. 
He was just the person she needed.
She went back to the hotel room, but it was stuffy. 
She came to the pool to change the scenery, to give Avery something to do besides jump on the beds. There was only one couple, the ones with the kids splashing around. The man's name was Paul. His eight-pack abs rolled like hardened sand dunes. His sunglasses were askew, mouth agog. He was 35% biomite, used them to burn fat and build muscle without exercising. He also allocated a significant percentage to increase strength and eye-hand coordination to dominate his golf league. The remaining biomites boosted memory and analytical ability, aiding his successful legal skills. Paul had about 5 years before he redlined, but he figured something would come out before then.
Shelly — his gorgeous wife — was shopping on her tablet. She was only 10% biomite, something that controlled her metabolism and suppressed her appetite and boosted her memory. She planned on going back to college. She wanted to be a teacher.
Cali's new breed biomites knew these things, downloaded them from Paul and Shelly like data. They were none the wiser. Cali’s new breeds were networking with Paul and Shelly’s biomites like cloud memory. She knew everything about them: bank accounts, passwords, social security numbers, memories. 
Paul was two years into an affair.
"Mama! Watch!" Avery splashed into the deep end. "I'm going to touch the bottom, count how long I'm under water."
Cali smiled at her daughter. "Okay."
"You ready?"
"Yep."
Avery pinched her nose and somersaulted beneath the surface, her feet splashing her deeper. Cali loved watching her swim. She remembered when she couldn't touch the bottom and clung to her arm like a barnacle. 
Avery emerged in a hurry, breathing heavily. 
"How many?" she asked.
"One-hundred seconds." Cali smiled.
"Moooom. You didn't count."
"Let me finish up and then I'll come swim with you, how about that?"
"Yay!" Avery pinched her nose for another dive.
Shelly put on sunglasses, acted like she wasn't staring.
Cali set up her laptop and found some basic information on Marcus Anderson. He was involved with the boot of M0ther and a leader of the halfskin laws. He was witness to all shutdowns to date. 
If he only knew what I invented.
It wasn't hard to find his office phone number and email. That information was available to the public. Cali wasn't interested in those. Anyone who sent a message or called would get an assistant, guaranteed to never reach him. 
She needed a more direct line.
Cali analyzed thousands of Marcus Anderson accounts. In seconds, she cracked into his home computers — accessing documents, bank accounts, vacation photos and personal email and cell phone. 
She didn't bother calling. He wouldn't answer.
She texted, instead. Uploaded a video.
[Send.]
She sat back. Her coffee was cold. 
Paul was still asleep and Shelly was filing her nails, still pretending not to sneak peeks at Cali. Avery climbed onto the ledge in front of her, pushing her wet hair back and spitting water.
"You said you were going to swim."
"I am, sweety. Almost done."
Avery whacked the side of her head, knocking water out of her ears. She complained when she couldn't get them clear. Cali pulled a bottle of alcohol from her bag and waved her daughter over. Avery lay on the lounger while her mother squirted alcohol into her ears, making a funny face because she hated the way it felt. 
Shelly was watching, again.
Avery dried her hair, looked at the laptop. 
"When are we going to visit Uncle Nix?" She touched the picture of her uncle that was frozen on the screen.
"Soon."
"I can't wait to see him."
A cell phone chimed. "Me, too. Why don't you jump in and I'll be right there after I take this call."
Avery cannonballed into the deep end. Cali flashed five fingers twice and Avery was pleased with scoring a perfect 10. The caller ID reported a restricted number. Cali touched the screen and held it to her ear.
"How'd you get this number?" a man said.
"There are more important matters to discuss."
Silence hung on the other end of the phone. His voice muffled through his fingers as he said something. The receiver scuffed and he pulled his hand away.
"I'll have you arrested."
"The video is genuine. You may take your time authenticating it, if you like, but I only have so much patience. You don't want that released to the public."
Another long pause.
"What do you want?"
"I just want to see my brother. I will arrive at the hospital at noon today."
Cali turned off the phone. 
He'd have his people analyze the video, have them figure out how she got it. The new breeds seeded in Nix’s brain pirated the video and uploaded it to an anonymous FTP site that Cali immediately shut down. She forced herself to watch it. Dry-heaved when it was over.
She really didn’t expect to use the video, it was only going to be a last resort bargaining chip if things got bad. But getting locked out of the room sunk every other plan she had. They would keep him isolated until he healed enough to return to the Center.
Or turned halfskin.
That’s what really freaked her out, seeing that man in the hall, knowing he was there to see this to a tidy end. She knew she couldn’t play nice. She was all in. If the gamble didn’t work, she would start blowing up careers and take as many people down with her. 
Starting with Marcus Anderson.
"You coming?" Avery called.
Cali stretched her arms and back. She was ready for a swim. She needed to cool off. She made a suggestion that the new breeds passed along to Shelly just before diving into the pool. When she emerged halfway across — throwing her wet, blond hair off her face — she heard Shelly. And Paul trying to explain all the emails he’d received from someone calling him lover.
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Antiseptic. 
Beeps. 
Pinpricks on his arm.
Something pumped, in and out. Inflating him like a balloon then allowing him to leak before filling him up again.
Nix knew the sounds and smells of a hospital. His earliest memories started at five years old, when he woke in one of the tilting beds with the side rails and a nurse tending a needle in his arm. He watched her through the slits of his eyelids, fascinated there was a needle in his arm and he couldn't feel it. In fact, he couldn't feel much. 
That was the day he realized he was cursed. 
His father, a brilliant nanobiometric engineer. Dead.
His mother, an outstanding computer programmer. Dead. 
His sister, a nanobiometric engineer like her father, the only family he had left. She was beside his bed. 
She was cursed, too. Just didn’t realize it yet.
He couldn't open his eyes. It might have been hours, or days. Weeks. He floated in the lonely darkness with his memories. Occasionally, he heard muffled voices or the dull prick of a needle sliding into his arm. He was still wearing the suppression ring, his biomites offering very little help healing his broken body. If not for the new breeds, he would be in agony. 
They helped control the pain, dulling his nervous system but did very little to heal. He was mending the old-fashion way.
Time.
Until then, he lay comatose with his memories.
He didn't control George, didn't make him open the cell door. Didn't make him attack.
He merely baited him.
The first punch was all that Nix actually remembered. He covered up but George's fist landed on the side of his head like a club. The memories went dark after that, but Nix watched the incident from above, like an out-of-body experience from all corners of the room, like his eyes were surveillance cameras. He lay in the darkness of closed-eyes and watched George drop bombs.
His face broke on the third shot.
His ribs caved on the fifth.
George picked him up by the neck. Nix hung like a slab of meat. 
The guards stormed through the door. Nix's face was red. It took five of them to peel George's hands off. The video ended just after George fell on his knees, looking at his bloody hands, weeping.
The new breeds knew where to send the video. 
Cali saw it. She owned it. She would have it to bargain, if she needed it.
Until then, Nix faded in and out of consciousness, yearning for all his biomites to be fully online. That's when he'd heal. That's when he'd wake up.
And, maybe, he’d get to see Raine.
M0THER
Beauty is Biomite Deep
 
Nikki had seen houses that big, she'd driven by them, just never walked up to one. Now she was standing on the porch made from some sort of dark tropical wood. Ceiling fans turned lazily above them.
"You sure about this?" she asked Carly.
The house was dark except for a single light in the back somewhere. It didn't look like anyone was home. It looked haunted.
"Don't get your panties in a wad," Carly snapped. "This is the address."
But we don't know him. That's what she wanted to say, but Carly and Kim weren't interested in caution. They were 16. Their best years were now, baby.
As in, NOW.
Carly thumbed the doorbell. Inside, a melodious series of bells echoed. When the last one trailed off, Kim was giggling too hard to press it again. They dared each other to do it. Nikki had her heels on the top step when Kim's finger hovered over the button—
The door cracked open.
They screamed. They jumped. 
An eyeball peeked through the crack. Then a smile. "Hello," it said.
"You scared us!" Carly slapped the door. 
"What took you so long?" The boy opened the ornate door. He was illuminated by the streetlight humming at the curb, his complexion bluish, shadows hiding his eyes. Even so, Nikki could see his complexion was smooth as marble. His teeth straight, white and perfectly square. Lips wet and full.
Like an air-brushed centerfold.
"Come in, come in." He stepped aside. "Welcome to my humble abode."
"This isn't your house," Carly said.
"Mi padre's casa es mi casa."
"Ooo... he speaks another language." Carly and Kim hugged each other on the way inside, laughing along the way.
The boy stepped out, took Nikki's hand. "You must be Cinderella." 
His eyes peered from shadows, cold as winter rain, blue as a frozen sky. His hand, though, warm as a soft blanket. 
A large chandelier greeted her inside the foyer. She could see a grand piano in the shadows of a great room on the right and a spiraling staircase on the left. The back room, the only light in the house, was the kitchen.
Ten teens sat in a circle. A candelabrum burned in the middle. Perfect skin. Perfect teeth. They laughed with perfect pitch and cadence. 
Perfect.
The boy leaned into her. He smelled like new leather. 
"Watch."
And Nikki watched. One of the girls tucked her knees together and bowed until her forehead touched the floor. One of the guys wrapped something over the back of her neck. They sat back and watched her convulse. Nikki stuttered back but the boy put his arm around her, drew her close.
The girl threw her head back.
Eyes bright.
Smile vacant.
She sat back with a dopey grin while the boy and girl on her left and right held her steady. Nikki swore she saw her cheekbones lifting, cheeks draw in and lips plump up.
"Spiking," the boy whispered. "We're overriding our biomites, reprogramming them to do what we want. To look like..." He smiled, beautifully. "This."
"How?" Nikki muttered. "You need to be a doctor—"
"Or have the right connections."
The candles flickered in his eyes.
Each of them took their turn, always bowing, always coming up with a smile. 
And always looking more perfect than before.
"You got to try this," Carly said, ten minutes after her turn. "Don't be afraid, girl. It's a rush."
Nikki noticed her blemishes were gone. And her nose seemed... slimmer.
"I don't know."
And around it went. Around it went.
Nikki nearly turned and left. The boy, though. Each time he smiled, she melted. And when he said he'd do it, he'd be the one that put the spiker on her neck and held her hand, she let him. She let him take her down to the floor. Let him guide her head to the cold floor.
And wrap the thing on her neck.
It was heavier than she thought it would be.
And warm.
Then hot.
It poked spots around her vertebrae. Flooded her brain with hot soup. She melted like a puddle of wax thrown on a hot plate. Colors swirled in a psychedelic mind storm. She was tossed into the sky, landed in Oz and skidded down the yellow brick road, tumbling...
And tumbling.
And laughter.
Her head was lead. She pushed with both hands to lift it. Candlelight flickered like stars and the perfect people laughed and smiled and—
Screamed.
They scrambled like rats, hands clawing the slick floor.
Nikki's cheeks rippled like waves. Her teeth were filling her mouth. Her nails slid out of her fingers like utility blades.
Later, it was reported, her biomites had an adverse reaction to the reprogramming module. She was dumped outside the emergency room. 
Her head the size of a pumpkin.
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Cali sat in the back of Northwestern Memorial Hospital's chapel. The room was small. The wooden pews were padded with long cushions. She propped her feet on a burgundy kneeling block. 
Chicago was a foreign land. She'd been there with her husband. He bought two tickets to Miss Saigon. Neither one of them had ever been to the city (at least not when they were older), but he insisted they just needed a map. Of course, city streets were a lot different than small towns and they ended up in Cabrini Green below the train. She thought she was going to cry.
Avery fell asleep on the pew.
An elderly woman fumbled prayer beads in her fingers. Pretty soon, she fell asleep, too. Cali sat with her head against the brown paneled wall and listened to soft snoring. It was music to her ears, hearing her daughter sleep. Sometimes she leaned over to feel her warm breath on her ear. When Avery was young, she would crawl into bed and cuddle against her, breath tickling her neck.
Cali preferred the chapel to the waiting room. She'd spent enough time in hospitals to know that — between services — it was quieter. There were fewer people, too. She didn't think she'd be able to sit long in the waiting room, surrounded by people with all their heavy emotions and thoughts of dying. 
Especially now.
The chapel was better. It contained hope, a sanctuary for the religious faithful that brought their belief in God with them. Sometimes, in the face of the hopeless, the illusion of a spiritual being carrying her through life's difficulties was helpful.
But she wasn't interested in that now. Cali just needed somewhere to focus, to steel her will and sharpen her wits. Battles were fought with the mind long before muscle joined the fight. 
"Honey." Cali gently shook Avery. "Do you want something to drink?"
Avery's head rolled across Cali’s lap. She blinked a few times and looked around the strange room. She sat up and yawned.
"You thirsty?" Cali asked.
Avery nodded.
"Here, take this to the cafeteria and get yourself something to drink and eat."
Avery took the money and yawned. "Do you want something?"
The elderly woman woke up and looked around.
"No, thank you, sweetheart. You help yourself. Do you have your phone?"
Nod.
"Okay, good. I'll be right here."
Avery started away.
"If you get lost, just come back here, all right?"
Nod.
Cali returned to a quiet place in her mind and closed her eyes, where thoughts fell away. Where she could just be present. Where she didn't think. The time for thinking was reaching an end.
 
She felt them before they arrived. The new breeds sensed the arrival of security outside the chapel.
Cali opened her eyes. 
There were a few more people in the room. A preacher was at the podium, leafing through pages. He pushed his glasses up his nose. Two men entered the room. Their hair was cut proper and their dark jackets concealed weapons. They didn't bother walking down the narrow space along the pews. One of them signaled Cali with his finger.
She quickly texted Avery. Wait for me in chapel. Going to see Uncle Nix. I'll come back for you.
She would be upset, but Cali didn't want her to see her uncle like that. 
The gentlemen patiently waited. Cali handed her bag to them. They didn't bother asking her for identity. The one on the right — brown hair and a tiny soul patch — looked through the bag while the other one, the one with slick black hair, pressed a scanning device on her. Cali tingled as her biomites responded to the device.
The new breeds remained quiet.
"39.9%." He put the scanner away. "You're almost a redline."
"So I'm told."
"We'll be holding onto to your bag," Soul Patch said. "Do you have any liquids on you?"
"Didn't the scanner tell you?"
"We have to ask."
"To give me a chance to lie."
He blinked slowly. Waited.
"No," she said. "Just me. Can we go?"
Soul Patch led the way out. Slick followed.
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The elevator opened.
A hefty nurse intercepted Cali and her escort. She was doughy with a hook-shaped scar at the corner of her mouth. This was her floor. Soul Patch engaged her while Slick guided Cali past them despite the nurse's protests. A man sat at the end of the hall next to a door, his ankles crossed and a newspaper spread open. He folded it beneath his arm and stood up.
"Turn around." He made a twirling motion with his finger.
Cali faced the other direction and felt a scanner pressed against her back, evidently too shy to press it near her throat. "Didn't we already do this?"
She heard the instrument slide back into the sheath on his hip. He tugged her shoulder so that she turned back around and stepped aside. Slick nodded at the door. They waited as she hesitantly placed her hand on it. It swung open, heavy on the cushioned hinges, heard Slick ask the other guy if he saw the baseball game.
The room smelled like the hallway — clean, germ-free, and artificial. It was darker, more points of light — greens and reds and lighted numbers — dotted medical machinery on the wall and rolling carts. Plastic bags hung from hooks with clear tubes that dangled down to a bed—
Her back hit the door, pushing it closed.
Seeing the video... but this...
There wasn't much to see, actually. His body was covered beneath sheets and wrapped in gauze and casts. His head was fully encased and the nose was covered. Only the eyes were exposed, the skin dark purple, tinges of yellow. A tube exited his mouth, taped in place and attached to a ventilator that whooshed in and out with air.
She knew the extent of the damage, she knew what she was going to see. She saw his body at the end of the video, but seeing it in the flesh was...
I made a mistake. 
A man stood at the foot of the bed, hands folded in front. His head was shaved, his face expressionless. The neck larger than the head.
"Four guards," she said. "You act like he's a criminal."
"He is." Marcus sat beside the bed, legs crossed; eyed her with the larger of his two eyes.
"How many has he murdered?" she asked. "How many has he robbed? Raped?"
"Worse. He's spreading the disease of biomites."
"Then everyone is guilty."
"Your brother is guilty of excess."
"And that's worse than murder?"
He smiled. "They are one and the same."
Cali went to her brother's side. She held the two exposed fingers. The ventilator hissed at her. She wanted to kiss his forehead and whisper in his ear, tell him things were going to be all right like when he was little and things hurt. She wanted to tell him she was sorry.
But didn't.
"Wait outside, James," Marcus said. 
There was laughter in the hall. The men peeked inside as the door slowly closed.
Cali was alone with her brother and the machines. She rubbed his fingertips. Despite her best efforts, a tear escaped the corner of her eye.
 
"I know this must be hard," Marcus said. "Tell me why it happened."
"I should be asking you that question," she said.
"You hack my personal information, show me the security footage of your brother getting beat to a pulp and I'm supposed to believe you don't know anything?"
He laughed, looked away and shook his head. Thinking.
"The guard had no history of violence. His wife slept with his best friend and he didn't even slice the guy's tires. Now you want me to believe he flew into a murderous rage because he lost a chess game? Did you stick around and watch what happened after they peeled him off your brother? He blubbered like a little girl. He tried to hug your brother. He wailed apologies all the way to a holding cell and tried to kill himself the next morning."
Marcus paused. He leaned forward, lowered his voice.
"You ruined his life, Cali. He's going to prison for a long time. You should be ashamed. Now, you want to tell me how you did this?"
"My brother's half dead and you want me to feel sorry for the attacker?"
"Your brother should be dead. If the hospital didn’t keep his biomites suppressed, he'd be halfskin by now."
He had more thoughts, but was cautious she might somehow gather more evidence. He suspected something more was going on, a gut feeling he was way behind the true nature of this incident. Marcus was an intuitive man. He was usually right, but he didn't know how she got the video and couldn't be sure she wasn't recording this. He didn’t want to give away too much.
Screw it. The truth is the truth.
"He should be dead," he continued, "without his biomites fully activated, there’s too much damage. Somehow, he lives. Want to explain?"
"It's medicine. We're not in the Dark Ages."
"The doctors are mystified. They say his internal injuries should have been fatal without fully activated biomites, but activating them would make him halfskin. Either way, he should be dead. I’m confused. Do you know something I don’t?"
"I'll tell you what I know. My brother took a beating from a federal employee, a beating the world would love to see. A beating your political career wouldn't. Neither would the President."
"How'd you get it?" His tone deadened.
Cali looked back to her brother. She wanted to take the tube out of his mouth. It had to be uncomfortable.
"I know your tragic past," he said. "Believe it or not, I can make it worse."
"None of that will help you," she said, not looking up. "Not when the video is released to the press and the pro-bionanotechnology protest groups. Not when your personal information is released with it."
Her expression was as lifeless as his.
"Surely you have some secrets," she said. "Something you don't want anyone to see."
He didn't flinch. 
"We have our own public relations. Truth can easily be spun into lies and urban legends. The Associated Press won't run it, not from a warped source like you. Unstable, unemployed. Damaged. We'll smear your reputation and your brother's all over the world."
"Politics isn't about truth. It's making people believe the story. They'll love what I have to show them. And it just happens to be the truth."
Long pause. Blink.
Smile.
"I suppose we have a stalemate," he said.
"That would mean we're tied, but I don't care. I've got nothing to lose. You have everything."
She remained placid.
“That’s not a stalemate.”
He watched her. The smile remained but quickly hollowed. Thinking, thinking...
"What do you want?" 
"I want visitation rights to see him whenever I want. I want the right to be in the same room with him at all times and relate to him as a human being."
Marcus didn't move.
"I want the biomites fully activated so that he can heal quickly and painlessly, despite the threat of halfskin. I want him treated like a boy that's not imprisoned for living."
"You forgot to ask for his freedom."
She didn't respond.
"Oh, but why ask? If this is a ploy to help him escape, I promise you that won't happen. We'll have security inside and outside of this room. You won't get outside this hospital. If this is a chess game, Cali, then you're in checkmate. Your brother will heal and return to the Center. I imagine after we fully activate the biomites, though, he won’t get that far. I won't even have to fly back to Illinois, I'll just sit in the waiting room until then and watch him shut down. You're welcome to watch."
If she was recording, he was screwed. He’d be seen as the tyrant the public and the press always suspected. But she threw the first swing. Marcus wasn’t fond of cowering. You don’t get far in politics with that.
"He's family," she whispered. "He's all I've got."
"I sympathize. But that's got nothing to do with my job."
"Perhaps you would better understand if your wife, Janine, took your two boys, Andrew and William, to the store and they were in an accident."
Marcus's complexion turned a shade chalky.
"Maybe your tone would change if Janine died. Andrew and William survive, but Andrew doesn't for long. He’s brain-dead that evening. By morning, all you have is William. They have to seed him with biomites to keep him alive. It works. Your son is alive and you watch him grow up. You come home every day and ask him about school and his friends and take pictures before football games.
"And then the authorities show up. M0ther has reported he’s redline. Despite all your protests, all your explanations, they take him from you. Despite all your connections, they treat him like a criminal when all he wanted to do was live. All you wanted was for him to live. All you wanted was to not be alone. Because the law’s the law, Marcus. There's nothing you can do but watch him get turned off."
Cali held his gaze. "Maybe then you'd feel differently."
Marcus was surprised at how that felt. He could separate work from family. Always could.
"Are you threatening me?" he said. "I could have you arrested for suggesting the murder of my wife and child."
"If you do, this goes live."
Cali held up her phone. The video of Nix's beating started with George bursting through the door. He didn't watch it. He didn't fidget, just looked off at something far away. 
Thinking, thinking...
Marcus went to the door, stopped. He was about to say something, then left.
 
Cali waited a couple minutes for him to return. When he didn’t, she dared to smile while she reached for her phone. She tapped the screen and pressed it against her cheek. It rang four times. Each one pulled her stomach tighter. Colder.
"Hello?"
"Avery." Cali let go of a long held breath. "Come up, honey."
The tears cut loose.
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Marcus walked into the hall. Arms folded, eyes cast down. 
His security team watched him pace away, lean against the wall. Minutes ticked by. The guards began whispering about strip clubs and a fight. Baseball tickets were mentioned and something about calling an old college buddy...
He knew her past. 
He knew everything about her.  
He couldn't blame her. That family was cursed. But she was dangerous. 
She knew things, things about biomites that he didn't. He didn't like her being in that room, but there was nowhere to go. There was no escape. He needed time to think this one out. The video couldn't get out, not yet. And the kid wouldn’t die, not soon enough. Not with the doctors looking. He needed time to clean things up, make arrangements.
"James." He waved his security guard over.
James squared his shoulders. Marcus kept his head down, voice low.
"I'm going to talk with Dr. Erickson about removing the biomite suppression. His sister will be allowed to stay in the room but I want you to keep her in your sight at all times. You can rotate the watch with those two."
James listened. 
"She's not allowed to leave. If she's got a hotel room around here, send someone after her stuff. As far as I’m concerned, she doesn’t leave the hospital. Understand?"
James nodded. Marcus stared at him. He turned toward the other two.
"Hey!" They snapped quiet. "This isn't a frat party."
Their expressions shifted, darkly.
Marcus, half their size and not nearly as strong, stayed in place a few seconds. Thinking. 
He told James to get in there.
And then he was down the hall. He was going to talk with Chief Biomite doctor. After that, he was going to find where she lived and turn he house inside out. 
If there was time, he’d text his wife. 
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Cali stared out the window, clutching her elbows. They were pointy. She rubbed the chilly bumps that seemed to always be rising on her skin. The room felt colder. 
Avery didn't complain. 
She was in the corner telling a story with two stuffed animals. Security brought all their stuff from Marriott that first night. They went through it, she was sure. They wouldn’t find anything. She purged her laptop, databombed the hard drive and wiped out all her accounts. 
The same was true of the house. Sooner or later, they would find the basement lab. Once this was over, they would haul everything out, pull it apart, piece by piece. But they’d find nothing. Cali knew she wasn’t coming back. Everything she needed was inside her.
And her brother.
New breeds.
Sometimes Avery would sit on her lap and tell a story, one she made up on the fly. Cali told her to write them down so she could practice becoming a writer. She would do that on scraps of paper and leave them around the room. Eventually she got bored and started telling the stories out loud again.
"What do you think the bad guy's name should be, Mr. James?"
The security guard didn't answer. He never did. He just stood there watching them. Didn't read, didn't watch TV. Just watched with his mouth closed.
Outside, it was raining big gray drops, blurring the city below. Cars were jammed up and pedestrians walked beneath umbrellas of red or black or whatever. Some took cover beneath an awning. It was probably warmer outside than it was in the room but the loneliness seeped through the glass like a wet kiss, springing a fresh layer of chilly flesh. 
"Momma, I'm hungry." Avery pressed Mr. Pillsbury – a fat, brown bear – against the window. "Look how far up we are."
"I'll get something to eat pretty soon."
"Can I get ice cream?"
"The cafeteria probably has something good."
Avery cheered. She walked Mr. Pillsbury across the room, stopped in front of James and did a little dance.
Three days of this. 
Three days since they activated Nix's biomites and started an aggressive healing program. Almost 50 trillion cell-sized biomites were mending bones and tissue. Internal bleeding had stopped. His body temperature was slightly elevated from all the activity but the color around his eyes had turned from black water to jaundice yellow. The respirator sat quietly in the corner. Nix breathed easily on his own.
Still, he lay unconscious. 
Come on, Nix.
There wasn't much time. Marcus had given her everything she asked for, but there wasn’t much of a window here. She was feeling the pressure. What was I thinking, we’d just walk out of the hospital? She doubted herself, wondering if it would’ve been easier to bust out of the Center than escape the hospital. This wasn’t what she planned. Nix had to be healthy to leave. Had to be awake.
Before he became halfskin.
She needed him to wake up. 
"Mr. James?" Avery called. "I have a question. Do you have a dog?"
James didn't answer.
Avery continued about what kind of dog she wanted and what she would name him.
Cali leaned her head against the window. The glass felt good. She wanted to stop thinking but didn’t want to leave Avery all alone. Her head was filled with a white noise, like static, electric cotton. It fogged her focus. She hoped these weren’t side-effects to the new breeds. She didn’t have time to test, just seeded herself in the basement lab. It was stupid but there wasn’t a choice. If they were failing now, well then, it was game over.
"What's your favorite ice cream?" 
Silence.
"I like chocolate chips in mine but not too many. Have you ever put peanut butter in your ice cream?"
Silence.
Silence.
Silence.
"WILL YOU ANSWER HER?" Cali swung around. "She's not asking you to put your gun up your ass, she just wants to know what your favorite ice cream is."
James turned his head, regarded her without expression. Avery pulled her legs onto her chair and wrapped her arms around them. She hid behind Mr. Pillsbury.
"I'm sorry." Cali flopped into the chair next to the bed. She pulled her legs under her, rubbed her tired face, scratching her scalp. 
"You need something to eat," James said, his voice deep and demanding.
"I know." Cali laid her head back. "I'll get something soon."
Avery shuffled across the room, leaning against her mother. Cali made some space for her to sit. She squished next to her, nice and warm and cuddly. Cali laid her cheek on top of her daughter's head.
"Tell me a story," she whispered. "A good one."
Avery started with a bright sunny day. She was on the porch with her mother and Uncle Nix was in the backyard digging a hole to the middle of the world where they would make their home. Where no one could hurt them.
Cali closed her eyes. She smiled.
Then she projected a thought, one she hoped would be heard.
[Wake up, Nix. Wake up.]
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Trapped in a long night.
Pain wrapped around Nix like a coffin. He willfully fled into unconsciousness. The new breeds kept him alive, but they couldn't heal. The longer he stayed in bed, the less they helped. 
He got worse.
It got painful.
Not what he expected. 
Minutes were days. Hours, months.
There was no rest. The large blank periods were not measured in time. He returned to self-awareness somewhere in the formless space of his mind. He couldn't sense the confines of his body, just the agony. He couldn't move his fingers, his toes. Couldn't open his eyes. 
He sensed pressure. Felt disharmony. Experienced floundering organs and broken pieces. If he could disconnect entirely, he would.
Death.
That would be a good deal.
It would only take a thought-command directed at the new breeds working so tirelessly to keep his body alive. 
Cease, and it would be over. Cease, and peace would be on him.
No more suffering. No more hurt.
No more, period. 
He could rest. Finally.
All his life, he'd gone from one disaster to another. He'd seen those around him die, seen them suffer. Watched them breakdown. And after all of that, here he was imprisoned in his own body. Life was hardly fair. In fact, it was vindictive. 
He often wondered what he had done in a previous life, if there were such a thing. He often wondered what the point of continuing to live would be with such suffering. It made no logical sense. Death was a prime option. Why suffer? Why live a miserable life?
He couldn't answer that. At least not with anything that made sense, not to his little mind.
But, live, he did. 
He continued, and didn't know why. 
The night appeared to be endless. He imagined Cali sitting by his side, watching him fade. Perhaps it was best if he stopped this madness. She could let go of him, finally. Stop taking care of him.
Face her demons on her own.
He didn't want to do that. She needed him. But if she could look inside him, if she could see the night, even she would tell him to let go.
Let go.
Let go. 
And the ceaseless night brought him to the brink where he loaded the thought-command to cease. He placed it in his mind. He felt the new breeds hesitate, sensing it. All he had to do was confirm it as a purposeful directive and they would stop. The organs would fail. His brain would fade.
And Nix would rest.
He could find peace.
BrrrrrrrrrTHG. 
Something engaged. 
A switch was thrown. Followed by— 
MmmmmmmmmmmmmMMMMMMMMMM.
A whine.
A thrum.
Light.
Warmth flooded his consciousness, trickling through streaks of pain, taking away the sparks and bites and stings and pressure...
It went away. 
Disappeared.
She did it. She activated all the biomites!
Nix felt as if he was smiling, even though his body lay as still as death. Inside, he smiled. Inside, he basked in the glory of suffuse light penetrating everything. It was blinding and good and flowed with a silky essence.
Pure existence.
And from somewhere in its endless penetration, a form took place. He heard the water rushing, heard it crashing. He felt the foamy fingers slide over smooth sand. Felt the craggy rocks rise up.
The light condensed.
It was white. Then yellow.
Orange.
It solidified into a ball just above a sharp line. He felt its warmth. He was the warmth. The water thrummed a beat on the shore. It crashed inside him.
He pulled away from the sensations.
Felt a body that was separate from the sun and ocean and beach. Feet on the wet sand, toes buried beneath it. A bare chest for the rising sun to kiss. Hair falling over eyes that could see.
Could see.
See.
Far to the right, hundred of yards, she walked down a steep dune, between the sea oats and the soft sand. She reached the hardpack where the water skimmed over the top in bubbly sheets. Her skin dark and unblemished. Her feet flung the water as she ran.
Nix turned.
He ran.
He went to her. To the girl in dreamland.
They embraced. They fell in the water, rolling over and over. His face buried in her thick hair. Inhaled her. 
And the sky broke open. 
Rain poured from the heavens. 
The lagoon wept with joy.
Nix is home. Nix is home.
"Raine," he whispered.
M0THER
Biomite Dreamlands Obscuring Reality
 
 
Rick Mansfield buried his hands in his coat, hunched his shoulders against the cold. Traffic ripped down the street, turning snow into ashy slush. The sky felt like a steel plate.
He skipped across the road, all six lanes, and dropped his foot in a pothole. Icy water soaked his sock. He hopped over the curb and hustled into the building with blacked out windows, through a door below a bright sign: DREEMITE.
He stomped his shoes on the rug, his foot already numb. He grimaced. His upper lip cracked. It always cracked in the winter from the dry furnace-air. In Canada, there was a lot of furnace-air.
A few people sat at a small round table, sipping coffee and cappuccinos. Two men — one bald, the other reading a paper — sat at the bar, a woman worked behind it. The foamer whooshed with steam. The bald guy dropped his mug on the bar and started at the door.
"I got minutes, I got minutes!" Rick raised his hands, surrendering. "I got minutes, Stan, I promise."
Bald Stanley didn't listen, grabbed Rick by his army green coat and hoisted him toward the door.
"Mr. Connors, I got minutes, I swear, I do!"
Mr. Connors didn't look up. "Scan him."
Stanley stopped like a Labrador hearing a whistle. He dropped Rick's coat and stepped back. Rick straightened himself up and spread his hand out, palm down.
"This a goof, Mansfield, I'm throwing you in the street," Stanley said. “Head first.”
"No goof, Stan. No goof. See, real deal." Rick flexed his fingers. "It's my hand, not synthetic. Not a fake one, not like last time. Go ahead, scan away. I got minutes."
Stanley eyeballed him. He pulled a tablet from the inside of his jacket. Stanley put his hand on it like he was in court, swearing to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but.
"Two minutes?" Stanley held the tablet up for Mr. Conners to see. "Kid's got two minutes. What the hell’s he going to do with two minutes?"
Mr. Connors shrugged.
"Two minutes is two minutes," Rick said. "I'll take what I can get, you know what I mean, Mr. Conners." He raised his voice. "I'll take what I can get, even if I HAVE TO PAY DOUBLE!"
"You're about to go on the street," Stanley said.
"I'm just saying, if you want to make some money, I'll pay double."
"Feds are watching, Mansfield. Skimming minutes will pull our license. Losing our license for you ain't worth it."
Rick shrugged off his coat. "Then two minutes it is."
The barista slid the cappuccino to Mr. Connors. She went to the computer, punched the screen. "Eight is open."
"Pay first," Stanley said.
"Cash," Mr. Connors added.
Rick dug into his pocket, dropped two crumpled twenties on the bar. "Two minutes, forty dollars."
The barista ran a pen over the bills to make sure they were legit. She nodded. Stanley took Rick's arm and guided him through the black curtain hanging over a doorway to the right of the bar. Rick yanked away from him.
The doors were numbered. Odds on the right. Evens on the left. Eight was at the end of the hall. Stanley pushed it open, revealed a solo chair in a closet-sized room.
"This won't take long," he said. "I'll wait."
Rick closed it behind him. A light came on and he locked the door. He dropped his coat and sat down. The chair was thick and comfortable with a firm headrest that cradled his skull. He leaned back, stared at the hanging light, pressed the back of his head into the cradle until his biomites communicated with the plate embedded in the chair.
Closed his eyes.
Heard the winding, like a rocket preparing for liftoff.
His brain swirled.
3-2-1…
And the bottom dropped out. He fell into the inner world. The plate made his brain biomites sizzle with excitement, releasing hallucinatory hormones. Rick saw colors. Warmth bled down his shoulders.
Lights.
Sounds.
And... crowds.
He saw the bodies. Saw the people. A nightclub full of them. All jumping to the beat, lasers fired in time to the music. And when he stepped onto the floor, they all knew him. They were all happy to see him. They raised their hands, they hugged him, slapped his back, wanted to take pictures with him. 
Rick pushed them out of the way, sorting through them like collector’s items. Each woman was hotter than the next. Black, white, Asian, Pilipino… it was so hard to choose. 
And he didn't have much time. 
He put his arms around two women. One was a blonde, at least six-foot, sparkly dress that revealed half her rack. Her lips were full and her breasts ripe. The other was a limber Chinese girl, perfect skin, big eyes and delicate fingers. 
His groin twisted like a wet rag.
He sprinted for the stage. The band welcomed him. The guitarist started a slow, rhythmic solo. Rick wanted everyone to watch. And the crowd roared. The crowd adored him, paid to watch him perform on stage. That’s all he wanted, was everyone to recognize him. He deserved that. 
He hooked his finger beneath the blonde’s strap, tugged it off her shoulder. Her ample breast popped from the top, revealing a large, circular hard nipple—
The light turned off—
Silence.
And Rick Mansfield fell back into his body. He opened his eyes, looking at a naked light bulb. Hands holding winter's chill.
And he hated life.
He hated it.
Hate. Hate. Hate. Hate. Hate.
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Marcus swirled the tumbler of tomato juice and ice, looking out the 22nd floor of the Allerton Hotel. Chicago at night, Michigan Avenue was electric fire. The streets were streaked with taillights. He lifted a small pair of binoculars, spied the janitorial worker in an office building across the street. He scanned the other floors. No one working late or otherwise. He could always find someone up to no good. The month before, while in New York, he watched a couple getting busy on the roof. They both faced the same direction, watching the city lights while he thrust from behind. Their bodies synchronized.
"Yeah." He tapped the Bluetooth in his ear. 
The voice on the other end was coming from his office in Washington. No funny business in those rooms.
"I'll be here another two-three days, I imagine,” Marcus said.
He'd been on the phone with Janine, explained the urgency in Chicago. He texted, but she called. He told her the boy's sister had him in a corner; he was taking care of that. He needed to stay. She complained about missing a parent-teacher conference. In fact, he'd missed all of them so far. But what was he going to do? Let the country fall apart so he could make sure William got a seat near the front?
He was staying in Chicago. He was cleaning up. 
"Not acceptable." He loosened his tie, unbuttoned. "It needs to be done by tomorrow."
He sipped the bottom of the glass.
"I don't want any excuses, Chad. Tell the boys it needs to be done tomorrow by 9:00 AM or they're looking for work, understand? I’ll make sure they never find a job that even remotely deals with computers, trust me. Text me when it's uploaded."
Marcus pulled the drawer out, sorted through neatly folded clothes. A small leather pouch was beneath a layer of t-shirts. He unzipped it, digging through razors and small tubes of toothpaste, finding the small silver cube about the size of a billiards chalk. 
Chad was still relaying details about his assignment; Marcus half listened to the excuses. People, he'd learned, needed pushed. They could tolerate much, much, MUCH more discomfort than they believed. People needed a leader, they needed someone to give direction and incentive, to put a boot in their ass when they slowed down, otherwise they'd toil in mediocrity and where would they be then? Where would the human species be if they sat around fires playing bongos all day long?
"Pull some of the techs off their other assignments, get everyone working on this. It has to be done by morning, Chad. And that's final. Do you have anymore questions?"
Silence hung in the Bluetooth. Then, "When will you be back, sir?"
"If all goes well, I'll be back in three days. It could be longer. Peterson will monitor the halfskin program while I'm gone. He'll attend any shutdowns, in the meantime, and he will report to the Secretary."
Marcus pulled the bedspread onto the floor. He rolled the cube into the middle of the linen sheets. 
"9:00 AM."
"Yes, sir."
Marcus pulled the phone from his ear, tossed it on the dresser along with his wallet and watch. 
He gazed at the lights while he undid the cuffs, pulling his shirt from his pants, sliding the belt from the loops. He undid the buttons, exposing his smooth chest. He pulled the heavy drapes closed.
Marcus folded his clothes.
Completely undressed.
Only when everything was put away did he turn off all the lights and go to the shower. He soaked in hot water until he was soft and supple all over, then soaped up his arms and chest, cleaned every part of his body. Even between his toes. When he was finished, he powdered and clipped his nails, stood in front of the mirror as God intended. 
All man.
All flesh. 
Clean and ready to do work.
Marcus turned the lights out and stepped out of the bathroom. He went about his nightcap without saying another word. 
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Nix's friends went to a doctor's office when they were sick where there were magazines in the waiting room and they got a sucker when they were done. Their doctors were in a clinic or next to the hospital where they had to wait their turn.
Nix didn't have to wait. He went to Technology Park.
The buildings were made of glass. The pond out front was clear with a large fountain. Three flag poles soared near the front doors, flags whipping on top. 
When Nix got sick, he didn't feel like other people felt. He didn't get sluggish or throw up. He buzzed. It wasn't anything someone could hear, just an intense humming that sizzled all over. His sister couldn't hear it, but she could tell just by looking at him.
The buzzies are back. 
The man in the glass building fixed the buzzies; Nix remembered that day well. He followed his sister up the wide steps. Avery held onto her hand, a pacifier plugged in her mouth. Cali wore a pin-stripped skirt and jacket, the white lapel of her silk shirt flipped in the breeze. Her office was in the same complex, different glass building. She took Nix out of school.
He had a special box attacked to his hip. It looked like a phone but it didn't make calls. It emitted harmonizing sonar that equalized the buzzing biomites. It was experimental. Everything they did was experimental when it came to Nix. 
Nix was only eight, but he knew what experimental meant. He knew he was different than everyone else. Cali explained that his biomites sometimes didn't get along with the blood cells and there was a fight. When things got bad, he got shaky and the sonar box would hum loudly. Sometimes he felt better, instantly.
Sometimes it took awhile.
And, sometimes, there was war.
They stopped at the receptionist desk, this metal, curving wall in the giant foyer. Five people could sit behind it but there was only one: a guy with short hair and always a phone in his ear. He pushed a button to let them through the door, said hello as they approached. Cali's heels echoed off the hard floor. Above them – three stories up – was the ceiling where large bird sculptures hung and twisted. 
In Search of Knowledge, Harmony and Freedom. 
That was carved behind the desk, engraved on a gold plate in cursive. Nix didn't know what that meant. He just knew that whenever he was there, something was going to hurt.
Always.
But, afterwards, it felt better.
He had nowhere else to go.
They went to a small room with five chairs. There were no magazines, no TV. Just chairs and a clock. Nix watched the second hand tick around the face while the sonar box hummed. 
The doorknob turned.
Doctor Merrick didn't wear a stethoscope or a white coat like most doctors. He always wore tan pants and a wrinkle-free shirt. He kept his hair cut really short.
"Dr. Cali." He crossed the room in three steps and hugged Nix's sister. "How are things on your side of corporate?"
"Oh, you know. Grants are still in limbo so our hands are a little tied with the development of the last biomite generation."
"What about this one?" Dr. Merrick squatted. Avery hid behind Cali, making pacifier noises. He tried to tickle her but she stayed on the move.
"Young man."
Dr. Merrick held out his fist. Nix gently punched it. 
"You feeling all right?"
Shrug.
"What's this?" Dr. Merrick shrugged back. "Yes? No?"
Nix didn't feel like smiling. His guts felt like they were on an elevator. 
"Let's take a look at you." Dr. Merrick held the door open. Nix followed Cali into his lair, an office in the back where there were no good memories.
"I'll be right back. Stay with Uncle Nix." 
Cali peeled Avery's hands off her leg and plopped her in the seat next to Nix. She held out her arms and started crying around the pacifier. It was just as loud as if nothing was plugging her up. Cali tried a few more bribes. Nothing worked until Dr. Merrick pulled a purple lollipop from his pocket.
He does have suckers.
"I was ready today," he said.
Cali peeled off the wrapper. 
Avery was transfixed by the color. Cali made her escape. It wasn't far. They were on the other side of the door, their voices muffled. Avery opened her mouth and let the pacifier drop on the floor to make room for the sucker. 
Nix pulled the sonar box off his belt. Sometimes it worked better if he pressed it against his stomach. He picked up Avery's pacifier. There was no sink to wash it off. There wasn't much besides a couple of chairs and an office desk with computers and microscopes and things that caused pain. 
Nix sat back down, held the dirty pacifier and stared at the only picture on the wall. It was a big green mountain with a long granite cliff. Water fell from a hole in the stone wall, drifting hundreds of feet to a blue sea below. He'd been in the office before, staring at that scene while Dr. Merrick prepared one of his special injections. Sometimes he'd stick it in his leg, sometimes the hip or arm. Once he got one in the back of the head. He always numbed it so he didn't feel the sting, but there was nothing he could do about the pressure. 
That would last for hours.
Nix cried every time. Grown men would, too. 
He didn't like this place. He wanted to be somewhere fun. Somewhere nice. Somewhere normal people went, do things that normal families did. That was impossible. At eight, he knew normal was gone.
Avery began exploring the office with the white stick poking between her lips. She opened a drawer and found a pad of paper. There was a pen attached to a clipboard on the back of the door. He thought maybe he could untie it and give it to her. Avery loved to draw.
"I know it hurts," he heard the doctor say. "But the results look good."
"I've got another generation that will be ready for testing in a couple weeks," Cali said. "I'd like to inoculate Nix, starting with a spinal tap—"
"Let's be patient. I expect..."
Nix couldn't understand what he said. 
He pushed his ear against the door.
"I got to be honest," Cali said, "I'm little worried. He says his body tingles..."
The sonar box—
Heavy. 
His insides stepped off the elevator, dropped to the center of the earth. The box — pressed against his stomach — was the only thing holding Nix on the ground and when it left his hand, when it tumbled from his fingers, he zoomed like a helium balloon cut loose. 
His stomach fell out. 
The room spun.
And the buzzies went electric.
His bones vibrated like over-modulated components, emitting heat waves that elevated his temperature. He was being electrocuted from the inside.
Black edge—
Floor—
Door opening and a deep breath and a hand on his arm—
A salty warm rush into his throat—
And the room—
 
He smelled green, like when he cut the grass. 
He was on the ground with trees overhead. Vines strangling the trunks. Sunlight filtering through the leaves. 
A bird called.
Something jumped in the branches.
"Cali?" Nix sat up. 
This was weird. This was... he was just in Dr. Merrick's office and now they were... camping? 
He stood up. He felt a little numb, but it wasn't the bad kind. It wasn't anything like a buzzy. It was just... dull. Couldn’t really feel stuff, could hardly smell it. There was a path that wandered between the trees. It was narrow and weedy. Nix didn't feel scared or alone. Not like he should. He felt good. Felt solid. No buzzies.
He just wanted to know where his sister had gone. 
So he took the path. He followed it to the end. He heard something roaring. It sounded like a big truck. He saw an opening and a blue sky. The roar was deafening. He felt it in his chest, vibrating all over him. He slowed and carefully stepped to the edge of a cliff. He looked down hundreds of feet to see...
The waterfall in the picture.
The lagoon was born when Nix was eight. 
All he had to do was close his eyes.
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"Momma?"
Avery's voice was tiny. So far away. 
Cali's eyes hurt. She'd been squeezing them closed for... how long? 
She didn't hear Avery return.
Didn't hear the machines beeping.
Only heard the words shooting into her mind. Over and over. Over and—
"Momma?" Avery tapped the back of Cali's hand.
She opened her eyes.
It was so bright.
Her daughter was kneeling on the other side of the bed, leaning on the railing. She could see all of Avery's silver braces that lined her teeth. She was smiling. And pointing down at the bed. Something smacked.
Nix's lips were moving. 
Cali leaped to her feet. She stopped from grabbing his cheeks. She didn't know what to do with her hands. They ran up and down her sides and over the bed railing. She leaned over, felt his rotten breath on her cheek. It felt wonderful.
"Nix," she whispered. 
His eyelids batted back the light, rapidly fluttering. His blue eyes peered through the slits. It took a few moments to process the big face hovering over him. His lips cracked when he smiled. 
"Hey." He squeezed weakly.
Cali squeezed back. "How are you?" she asked.
"Better than I look."
Cali nodded. She knew what he meant. "Good, good."
[We don't have much time,] she thought to him.
He heard it. His new breeds picked up her thoughts like a radio wave, transmitted them like spoken words. Still, he was surprised. His eyes bulged, slightly. It took a moment to comprehend, to understand, what the hell just happened. 
She waited, patiently. Let him calm down, form his own thoughts.
Cali sat down, gave him space. He smacked his lips, called for water. Cali handed him the cup and stuck the straw between his lips. He only took a drag off it. His head was too exhausted to stay up and drink more.
He was going to need all his strength.
"Where's Avery?" The words scratched his throat.
Cali wiped her cheeks, pointed to the other side of the bed. Nix turned his head slowly. He lifted his hand for her to take. Avery's hand looked so small in his.
"Does it hurt?" the little girl asked.
"You look so pretty."
Avery bowed her head, smiling and giggling. Her bashfulness evaporated in seconds and she jumped up to show Uncle Nix her new shoes, demonstrating them with some swift dance moves. 
"I missed you," Nix said.
"Then don't sleep so much," Avery sang.
He watched her dance some more and tell the story about the flowers she found in the lobby and used them to decorate his bed, that he would've loved them but her mom made her clean them up. 
Nix listened, patiently. A good uncle.
[You’re 49.9%] she thought.
He turned back to her. He worked his lips, closed his eyes and focused.
[I know.]
While Avery began telling another story – this one about a prince that went to save his sister from a red dragon – Cali sent her escape plans. 
He closed his eyes, nodding.
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Doctor Erickson had been the Chief Physician of Bionanotechnology at Northwestern Memorial Hospital since the wing had been dedicated to the science of biomite healing. 
That was seven years ago.
At the time of its dedication, he was excited about the future of humanity. He’d seen too many things go wrong. As a doctor, good came with bad. But medicine was so much more complicated than it was in the old days. Now there were lawsuits and unrealistic expectations and insurance… it was not the reasons he chose medicine as his profession. He wanted to help people, wanted to give them a second chance. But they needed to help themselves.
Too often, that was not the case.
When bionanotechnology was introduced, he was skeptical. Machines that imitate human cells? That’s science fiction, not reality. 
But all that changed.
All that changed when he witnessed the simplicity that occurred at the microscopic level, that these miniscule artificial cells were programmed like stem cells to transform into anything inside the human body. He’d witnessed miracles.
He was not a religious man, but there was no other word for it. 
Miracles.
But humans have a way of corrupting everything meant to be good and proper. In the few short years that Dr. Erickson oversaw the development and implementation of biomites to save faulty organs, to restore sight, repair damaged bodies, he became embroiled in the politics that went along with it.
He opened his office door and was reminded, bluntly, of such corruption.
“Why are you in here?” Dr. Erickson said.
Marcus Anderson stood in front of a large saltwater fish tank. He bent over, smudged the glass with his finger, pointing at the anemone. 
“Amazing how a clownfish survives, Dr. Erickson. It hides in the poisonous tentacles, resistant to the sting itself.”
“Evolution is amazing.”
Marcus turned. “And God’s grace.”
Dr. Erickson dropped his clipboard on his cluttered desk and sat down. The office was dimly lit, chiefly from the tank’s light. He kept his office that way, intentionally. It was a place of respite, a secret room from the hectic matters only a few short steps outside of it. It was remarkable how it could be disrupted by a diminutive man such as the one still fouling the tank’s glass.
“Can I help you, Mr. Anderson?”
The small man straightened up as best he could — the bump between his shoulders vaguely noticeable — and came over to the desk. He didn’t bother sitting. He fished a Jolly Rancher from a dish and unwrapped it.
“I came to inform you, Dr. Erickson, that I will be overseeing a biomites shutdown this afternoon.”
“I hardly see how that involves me.”
“It will be conducted on this wing, in a room at the end of the hall.”
“That is against hospital policy.”
“You’ll have to make an exception. The subject is incapable of transport. Unless you can reduce his biomite population, it will be conducted on these premises.”
Marcus sucked on the green block of candy, rattling it over his teeth from one cheek to the other.
“We cannot oblige, Mr. Anderson. There is a Hippocratic Oath that we take seriously here at Northwestern Memorial, and I intend to uphold it. I will file an appeal to suspend Nixon Richards’ shutdown until he is able to walk out on his own.”
“And die somewhere else?”
Dr. Erickson rapped his fingers on the desktop. “I don’t approve of shutdowns anywhere, Mr. Anderson.”
“And neither do I.”
Dr. Erickson’s expression was blank. 
“Doctor, the fact is, you have no choice in the matter. There is nowhere to request a stay of shutdown, no one to hear your plea. The Halfskin Laws are executed whether you and I approve of it or not. When any person reaches 50% biomites, he or she is shutdown. I am sorry for that, I am. But the world has been warned, they make their choices. They have to take responsibility for their actions. If they don’t like the consequences, they shouldn’t seed themselves.”
“What about those that need them to survive? Accident victims, genetic disorders, you name it. Life happens to them and they receive biomites to survive only to be told there’s a law that forbids it?”
Marcus leaned over the trash can and spit the candy out. It banged the bottom.
“We have to have order, Doctor.”
“You should reconsider your policy.”
Marcus stretched his chin, straightened his tie. “Perhaps you should consider your own policies.”
“And what policies would that be? That I want health and well-being for the people that come here?”
“You’re turning people into machines.”
“We’re using technology. Prescription glasses, hearing aids, medicines… no difference.”
Marcus nodded. “Does your computer have a right to life, Doctor?”
“My computer?”
Marcus nodded at the monitor. “Shouldn’t you consider its feelings before you unplug it one of these days for an upgrade?”
“A computer was never human, Mr. Anderson. It has always been a machine.”
“The past doesn’t define who we are. It is only now. We were not meant to live forever, Doctor. There are limits to our survival. Perhaps death should not be held in contempt. Without it, where would we be?”
Dr. Erickson leaned back, sighing. His hope in the human race continued to wither. Especially when speaking to a man like this. A man with power.
“We’ll be conducting a shutdown this afternoon, Doctor. We prefer to keep it quiet. You may attend, if you like.”
Marcus filled a paper cup with water, the water jug chugging with air. He crushed the cup, dropped it into the trash. 
“Neither of us can stop it,” he said. “Whether we want to or not.”
Dr. Erickson decided the man’s smile indicated he not only didn’t want to stop it, he looked forward to it.
He felt no less deflated when Marcus left the office. Just more hopeless.
M0THER
Comic Book Hero
 
Rodney Chandler was a superhero geek.
His dad boasted the world’s greatest collection of comic books, all cataloged and sealed in mold-proof sleeves and stored in the basement. He would let Rodney look at the covers, but not take them out. God, no.
But when the old man was away, Rodney slipped into the musty downstairs and flipped through the paperbacks organized alphabetically and by edition. Superman, Green Lantern, Thor, Hulk, X-Men... he never knew where to start, the colors so vivid. 
He’d read them by flashlight, afraid to turn on the light in case someone passed the house. The old-smell of the pages tingled his sinuses. And the thrill of getting over on his old man twisted his guts. Made him smile.
He watched all the movies, collected the posters. Bought his own vintage comic books and hid them from his old man’s grubby mitts. When he was old enough to get seeded with brain biomites, he experienced submersion films: virtual trips into the world of superheroes. He became the Man of Steel, flew around the world, stopped speeding bullets and saved the distressed. After awhile, he played the villain. Sometimes he even won.
But even that got stale.
Eventually, the submersion film ended and he woke up, plain old Rodney. Nothing special, nothing good. 
Just another street rat. 
But there were people that could help, people that had money and access to biomites that others didn’t. And didn’t cost Rodney a dime. All they asked in return were favors. That was it.
It’ll be painful, they said. It’ll hurt like a bitch until the biomites acclimate, change your body. You understand?
Rodney half-listened. He was in, no matter what. He was tired of being Rodney. He’d give anything to matter.
But they weren’t joking. Rodney sweated out a recovery that lasted months in some dirty basement room. He hardly remembered it, just the pain and the screaming.
After that, the power.
They gave him a phone, told him they’d call, that he better answer when they did. Months went by before his first call. In fact, he’d forgotten about it. He was way into the new powers. I mean, he was a superhero, for Christ’s sake. He considered moonlighting his powers for the good of the city, but the people told him absolutely not, under no circumstances was he allowed to exercise them. 
Just wait. 
He listened, sort of. He went back to his apartment and practiced. They couldn’t expect him to be any good if he didn’t. He set up scenarios and pretended to be the good guy. Always the good guy. By the time he’d gotten his first call, he’d saved a 1000 imaginary victims.
But now he was standing on West 23rd Street outside a tall building. New York was especially cold that winter but Rodney didn’t feel it. He pulled the hood over his eyes not because he was cold. He leaned against the building and watched the traffic with head bowed. Maybe someone would tell him to move on but he wasn’t begging. 
He was waiting. 
He flexed his fingers inside the front pocket of his jacket, keeping them limber. There was a metal ball beneath his tongue, filling his mouth with a metallic tang. He switched it from cheek to cheek, watching traffic.
Watching traffic. 
When the black limo rolled around the corner, he almost swallowed it. His throat seized, hidden fingers clenched. Fear froze him against the wall. He shifted his weight and dipped his head as the limo stopped at the curb. Car doors opened.
Rodney slid the phone out and swiped his thumb over the glass. A picture illuminated the screen, a photo of a man with grey hair. The photo the people sent him. They needed a favor. And he was their man.
He kept the phone out, watched the fatneck security guard stand next to the back door while another fatneck opened it. He felt them watching him. He was far enough away to be harmless, unless he had a gun. And if that happened, they’d move. So they watched him while the silver-haired man stepped out of the limo. He was speaking on a phone, eyebrows knitted in anger, lips pulled back over white veneers.
Rodney rolled the weighty ball onto his tongue and curled the edges around it like a fleshy barrel. His chest expanded, slowly. Expanded, fully. No one would notice. 
No one would expect it.
He’d practiced it so many times, so many ways. Always getting the bad guy, always the ones that deserved it. Somehow, Rodney knew this guy was bad.
He unleashed a powerful burst of wind, firing the metal ball through his biomite-reinforced tongue. There was a sound of a cork as it passed his lips.
The wet sound of it popping the silver-hair’s right eye, sinking into gray matter.
His head snapped. 
The fatnecks looked around. 
People stepped off the sidewalk, some began to gather. Others called 911. Rodney pushed off the wall and hustled away from the scene. He felt like he was falling, a thrill spun in his groin like he’d pulled a vintage comic from its plastic and inhaled the musty flavor.
And when a beefy hand landed on his shoulder and spun him around… when the security guard clenched his neck, cut off his air, began to drag him back… blades slide out between his knuckles and plunged into the fatneck’s belly. He tasted salty blood, licked the man’s intestines with the blades like razor-sharp tongues.
Felt the cold chill as he pulled them out.
Felt the wind on his cheeks as he ran away. Ran faster than a man should run, the biomites fueling his muscles with adrenaline, the biomite-blades retracting into his arms, stinging in their slots.
He was a superhero.
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Cali folded the last of Avery’s shirts and squeezed it into her bag. 
Her daughter was curled up on the chair. They needed to get out of the hospital for a lot of reasons. And they would. In three days, they would be somewhere else where there was fresh air and freedom. 
That was the plan.
She packed her belongings. Three days was longer than she wanted to wait. She was prepared to dash now, that morning, but Nix wasn’t ready. He could barely walk. 
He was asleep. And not in the lagoon. She made damn sure he wasn’t expending energy on his inner world. They needed every bit to restore his health. The new breeds couldn’t conduct a secret siege on his body, taking the place of the older biomites that compromised nearly 49% of his body. She was certain the new breeds could flush the old ones out, but since the hospital readers couldn’t see the new breeds, they would think his biomite population was declining.
And that would lead to suspicion. That would not help.
Everything needed to look normal. Nothing going on here. Everything was the same. Any close examination could bring her best-laid plans to a halt. There was no hope if that happened, so it was business as usual. 
Nix slept.
Cali monitored him. 
Yes, she read him like a computer. Even she was surprised by the recent developments. Not only could she telecommunicate with Nix, but she was using them to wirelessly communicate with every wireless device in the vicinity. She was a wireless router that heard everything around her.
Phone calls.
Emails. 
Network servers.
I’m a computer.
It was all data, streaming through the atmosphere, vibrating against her new breeds that downloaded and interpreted it all into words and sounds. But it was too much to understand. It was white noise, chatter of a thousand voices, at first. That’s what she’d been hearing for the past few days thought it might be a malfunction. The new breeds were breaking down, they were learning. Evolving. 
She thought-commanded the new breeds to tune it all out. Perhaps, at some point, she could filter out what she wanted to hear. For now, she focused on her little brother, listening to his new breeds report his health and stats.
Bones mended.
Organs stable. 
No fever. Blood vessels healed.
He could walk, but she needed more than that. It was going to take a lot to get out undetected. They needed time for him to heal. Stay too long, he goes halfskin. Leave too soon, there’s biomite failure. 
Sleep. Heal, my brother. Heal, quickly.
In the meantime, Cali discovered that she could access her computer through thought-commands. The new breeds made a connection through her secure portal. If she closed her eyes, she could see the interface as if it was a monitor in her mind. She arranged a hotel reservation at the Red Roof Inn. It was close to the hospital — too close — but Nix would need to recover. She arranged Hertz to deliver a car to the parking garage and drop off the keys to an alias.
After those arrangements were complete, she explored the hospital’s network. The new breeds slipped easily past passwords, speaking the language of computers. She spied through a multitude of cameras like a thousand eyes inside her head. She knew who was on-duty, where they were, what operations were scheduled and even what the cafeteria was serving. 
None of that did much good. Not now.
She decided to stretch out. She jumped into the Internet, found Marcus Anderson’s home computer. He’d upgraded since she hacked his personal information a week ago, but she flew past it like a ghost. She opened his email, searched his voicemails, office memos, etc. She decided to download everything to her cloud storage.
He’s the real threat.
That man wouldn’t stop. She and Nix could leave the hospital and very few people would care. They might even elude M0ther. But this man, he would dog them to the end of the world just so he could watch them die. 
He needed to be addressed. Permanently.
The door swung open.
Cali jumped back from the bed. She blinked a few times, bringing her vision back online. The images inside her head faded slowly. There were two men stepping inside. Twins, at first.
But now there was one.
She focused on Marcus Anderson.
He was smiling.
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Marcus left the doctor’s office, cursing beneath his tongue. He never uttered such language, never made it a word, but he let the cursed thoughts settle, melting like dirty mints.
Because he hated this place.
He hated the smell of hospitals. The peculiar scent clung to his sinuses, coated the back of his throat, swabbed his nostrils. It would take days to purge it. Even candy couldn’t mask its odor. 
He stopped outside Doctor Erickson’s office, placed a few calls. He had approval to conduct the shutdown in the hospital. There wasn’t an option, but it was nice to have others in the administration on board. The sooner he was out of Chicago, the better. 
He hit the door harder than he anticipated, his thoughts elsewhere. Cali was caught by surprise, kneeling next to her brother’s bed, hands folded against her forehead. 
She’s praying. 
It warmed his heart, to see this godless scientist succumbing to prayer when times were dark and hopeless. All scientists come to the Lord when times became desperate. And if their heart is open, if they’re prepared to admit their sinful ways, He may accept them into the gates of heaven. That was how good the Father was. He held no grudges, only love. 
She stood.
“No, no. Don’t let me interrupt. Please.” He gestured to the bedside. “Continue.”
“What do you want?”
Marcus noticed the bag. None of her stuff was scattered around the room. “Going somewhere?”
“My brother is healing. He’ll be transferred soon. I want to follow him… back to wherever you’re taking him.”
“I see.” 
Marcus unbuttoned his coat, reached inside and let his hand rest for a moment. The woman looked so vulnerable, so afraid. She knew something was coming. He wasn’t there to pray, though. 
“I’m afraid I have bad news.”
He walked softly to the bed, pulling his hand out of his jacket to reveal the biomite reader. He placed it gently on Nix’s exposed throat. A number appeared a moment later. Marcus knew what it would read. He was not disappointed.
He lifted it in her direction.
49.99%
“Wrong,” she said. “That’s wrong.”
“You’re lucky.” He turned the display, read it again like a man that lost his bifocals. “An upgrade now allows for an accurate reading to the hundredths. Your brother would be shutdown already.”
“It’s wrong.” Her fists clenched. “And you know it.”
She acted like she knew he was lying, but even if she did, she couldn’t prove it. M0ther was not one to argue.
“I won’t let you turn him off.”
“You think my finger is on the button?” He smiled like a victor. “I’m simply an ambassador, young lady. I only confirm when the Halfskin Laws are applied. That’s all. I have no part in the rest of this. I don’t enjoy it.”
“Lie.”
“I wasn’t talking about this.” He pointed at Nix. He enjoyed that. Wouldn’t say it out loud. “I mean, I don’t enjoy witnessing the erosion of the soul. I don’t enjoy watching Man play God. It’s sinful, at best.”
His left eye twitched.
“Evil, is what it is.”
“I believe you’re the one playing God, Marcus. You’re deciding who lives and dies. You’re responsible for the bill that brought all of this into play. You’re playing God.”
His lips thinned. “You, Cali, with your degrees and engineered biomites, are spreading the disease responsible for this, not me. It is a disease. It is consuming the human body. You tell me, what will you be when your body is 100% biomite, mmm? Where is your soul, then?”
“Biomites won’t consume 100%.”
She was lying. She didn’t know that.
“Man’s greed is insatiable. The laws I helped put in place are meant to stop humanity from self-destruction, whether they like it or not. All these years, we thought the nuclear bomb would bring about our extinction. Turns out our greatest threat is a microscopic entity that mimics our self-centered greed.”
Her hands quivered. She looked at Marcus with intense concentration, like she was trying to will him into death, like lasers would shoot from her eyes to carve him up. He shuffled a step, a bit nervous of what she was capable of doing. Desperation can crack the strongest. And she was cornered.
But then she appeared to wilt.
Shoulders slumped.
Whatever she wanted to do, she gave up. 
Marcus waited at the end of the bed. Cali took a seat, pushing her hair back, cradling her face. Yes, she’d resigned to the end. Marcus was positive. He’d broken many spirits. He knew the sight of one that had crumbled, only needing swept up and disposed. 
Still, he waited. He waited until the door opened and James stepped inside. He considered whether he needed security in the room. It was wise to play it safe. When James was next to him, only when his big body was between him and the wasted young woman, did Marcus pass the biomite reader to her.
“Take it.”
She held it, confused. Marcus gestured with a bent finger to her throat. She raised her head. Her eyes widened, slightly. He was sure that she knew what would happen before she hesitantly pressed it to her flesh. 
Read the number.
She held the biomite reader without protest.
“We’ll be doing a double shutdown at approximately 15:00 today. I’d like to conduct this event with dignity, Dr. Richards. I would prefer you shutdown next to your brother. I’m sure you would prefer it that way, too.”
Marcus took the biomite reader. He went to the door, stopped; hardly turned his head.
“Check the news feed. The video of your brother’s assault has been released. The real one, Dr. Richards. Any other videos that may pop up will obviously be considered forgeries by talented engineers like yourself.”
She didn’t bother looking up. She’d been cornered. Knew her little stunt with the security video would only hold leverage for so long, knew he could get his people to make one do what he wanted. Whatever she was planning, she waited too long. And her shoulders slumped just a bit more.
Marcus would sweep up the pieces later on.
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Oxygen came in short supply.
Cali took little gulps, twisting her fingers like origami. Staring. Staring at a dead boy.
Her eyes couldn’t get any wider. The shock rode her pulse like waves, scratching the walls of her circulatory system as her blood carried toxic emotions to her numb and wooden body. Bones turned to steel.
Skin, sun-dried paper, singed at the edges. 
She looked around the room, looked for ghost killers. Looked for their executioner. Felt the ceiling fall, the floor cave. The walls collapse.
Her world blacken.
Dry and desolate.
And dead.
And dead, dead, dead, DEAD, DEAD, DEADDEADDEADDEAD—
[Stop.]
The tiny blip of light that was Cali — rational Cali, intelligent Cali — was going under, tossed beneath waves of thoughts and panic and rage…
That little bit called a halt to the madness.
And the new breeds released a tsunami of endorphins to deaden pain, to release the tension. To stop the thoughts. 
Cali’s eyelids dropped like shutters. Her breath leaked from her nostrils. She pulled a draught of fresh oxygen, long and deep, and exhaled once again. When she opened her eyes, she saw her brother. He was alive. 
And she could save him.
Okay. 
All right.
Deep breath.
Cali slowly let her thoughts engage her awareness. She needed to piece together what happened, what needed to change. She had expected to lose the leverage of the security video. It got her into the room. She knew they’d make their own but they moved faster than she expected, but it was not a surprise. She began reaching for her phone to search the newsfeed, to see what the government was saying, when something twanged at the back of her neck.
Something felt familiar, easy. 
She was using the new breeds to communicate with her computer, to think directly into the Internet… she didn’t need her phone. She thought-commanded a search into cyberspace, looking for the last news on Nixon Richards. The results were recent and plentiful.
Biomite-Crazed Teenager Attacks Detention Guard.
She activated the video link and streamed it directly to her retinas. Her eyes glazed over as the video formed, surreally, over Nix’s head. It started with him standing in his room, the footage grainy. The door opened and George stepped in with a tray of food. He smiled at Nix, appeared to say something that made them both laugh. The fat, jolly guard placed the tray on the desk and went to the door and, just before opening it, Nix pounced, driving the man’s head into the wall.
Her brother slammed the door.
He climbed on top of the obese, hairy man — eyes wide with adrenaline, teeth bared to the glistening gums — and began to wail.
There was no sound.
But there was blood.
Lots of it. 
And the shear gore of the video would carry it around the world in seconds. 
Cali didn’t bother reading the interviews. The press was sure to find someone that claimed Nix’s sister was crazy, that she was losing it, that she’d lost it after the accident. Her co-workers might slip that she was on a medical leave of absence, that she’d seen a psychologist. The public would label her crazy, case closed. 
There were sure to be inconsistencies that were swept under the public rug. The anti-biomite protest groups would ignore the obvious forgery. The conspiracy theorists would be dismissed as kooks. And even if it was proven false, even if Nix’s innocence was heralded in the Supreme court, it wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t matter not one damn bit.
Because they’d already be dead.
They’d be shutdown.
And nothing could bring them back. That’s how that game was played.
It was mid-morning. Chicago was full-tilt. Bumpers on bumpers. Sidewalks hustling.
That was one of the reasons Cali planned for Nix to be transferred to Northwestern Memorial, to be in the city. She wanted people around. Millions of them, all with biomites.
This would all be easy to resolve if Marcus was seeded. The man was pure. She scanned him when he was in the room, her new breeds chattering all over his body and finding nothing but organic flesh. And that was a stroke of luck because if he was seeded even with the smallest amount, she would’ve killed him where he stood.
She would’ve reprogrammed his biomites to consume him like microscopic pitbulls or discharge a power supply, boil him from the inside.
Eat his brain like zombie tapeworms.
She would’ve dropped him, killed him, murdered him… and then there would be no escape, not right then. Even though he deserved it. He deserved to die.
He plans to murder me.
Cali wasn’t 49.9% biomite. Her registered biomites — the ones M0ther could see — held steady at 39%. 
M0ther was rigged for moments like this. How easy it would be to get rid of a problem by calling it into M0ther, overriding her monitor with a false number and then push a button and—
POOF.
It was murder. And he told her with a slight smile. He knew that she knew. He wanted her to know that she’d stepped into a lion’s den when she brought the security video to him, forced him to play her game. Wanted her to know that she’d lost.
But the game wasn’t over. 
First, she needed to get Nix far away from this place. As she watched a taxi wedge its way into traffic, her accelerated thought process put together a plan. There was no time to run an analysis on it.
She tapped into the hospital network, requested a wheelchair be brought to their floor and parked around the corner. Her shirt tugged off the shoulder.
“Momma?” Avery had a handful of her shirt. “Are you all right?”
“Sweetheart.” 
Cali fell into her chair and wrapped her arms around her. She murmured apologies, over and over. How long had she been there, calling her name? Worried something was wrong? 
Bad mom.
Cali held Avery at arm’s length. “Honey, I need you to do something by yourself. Can you do that?”
Avery nodded.
“I need you to go to the Red Roof Inn, it’s just down the street. I’ll give you directions. You’ll go to the front desk and there will be a key there, waiting for you. Tell them your name is Avery and your mother left the key for you. Can you do that?”
“I’m scared.”
“I know you are. So am I. But this is important. We all have to find the big person inside us. I just want you to be safe in the room and wait for us.”
“I’m afraid you won’t come back.” Avery sniffed.
“Oh, honey, we’ll be right there. Uncle Nix just needs to rest a little longer and then we’ll be there, okay?”
“Is that bald man going to hurt you?”
“No, no. He’s not going to hurt anyone. I promise.”
Avery puffed out her bottom lip. She nodded. 
Cali showed her directions to the hotel on her phone and hugged her so tightly that Avery couldn’t breathe. She walked her to the door. James sat in the hall, looked up from his paper. Cali watched her daughter walk bravely to the other end of the hallway, past the nurse delivering a wheelchair parked around the corner.
Nix was still asleep.
Cali sat next to him.
And began to think.
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Nix dreamed of the lagoon.
It wasn’t the same as going there. Dreaming was more like thinking, but it was better than nothing. So Nix dreamed his dream. He flew with his arms out, over the white-tipped waves that washed foam on the north shore. He brushed over the tropical trees, the leaves shimmering in his wake. He imagined his girl there, waiting on the beach for him where they’d sit by a fire and wait for the moon to illuminate the still waters.
Excitement buzzed the sky.
Warmth bled deep into the jungle.
Nix felt safe.
Peaceful.
If he was lucky, he’d stay that way, maybe never wake up. Just bask in the sweet healing glow of the dream. It had been so long since he’d felt that way. He knew it was the new breeds that soothed his nerves and calmed his mind, but he’d felt that way before. He’d felt safe and wanted when he was younger, when he was composed of so many less biomites. 
When he was mostly organic.
It was mostly when he went to bed, all curled up beneath the comforter with his head sunk in a pillow. The adult voices murmured from the front room. When his parents died, Cali and Thomas took over for the voices. Theirs were sharper and higher, but just as safe. Sometimes it was just the two of them talking about their day. Sometimes they had friends over and glasses would clink and bottles pop, but no matter how many cars rushed down the road or how many creepy sounds the house made, Nix was safe.
Nothing would touch him. He’d throw the cover over his head and melt into the safety of their voices.
When Cali was nervous or scared or worried, he could always count on Thomas to bring the safety back. He was strong and smart. He knew how to hunt and how to drive a boat. He could bait a hook in seconds. Nix still had a picture of his first off-shore catch, 10 years old, holding a yellow fin tuna — Thomas helping him hold the silver-sparkling fish high enough to take the picture.
And then there was the time some guy got weird outside the market. He asked for money. He smelled bad. His eyes red where they should’ve been white. He grabbed Cali’s wrist and Thomas chopped the guy in the neck, dropped him like a tree branch. Said he learned that in the service. 
Nix never felt so safe.
And he deserved it.
After everything he’d been through.
And when the phone rang, when Nix was 12 years old watching TV and his sister answered and her mouth opened and closed like the yellow fin tuna’s did when he reeled it onto the boat’s floor… he knew.
He knew.
It happened again.
Another car accident.
The details, irrelevant.
Nix was exposed, again. No security blanket. No safe feeling. He’d lost, again. That’s what no one in the world realized, what everyone took for granted, what Nix never did…
You can lose everything at any moment.
So he reveled in the dream’s security. He rolled in the warm emotions like salty bathwater. If he could make it happen, he would never wake up. 
Stay asleep. Forever.
But then Cali’s voice echoed in the dream, calling down from the blue dream-sky like God. 
He would have to wake up.
Cali needed him. He had to be the security blanket. She needed him.
He stayed in the dream and listened to her projecting thoughts into his mind. Plans had changed.
He would have to wake up now.
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James adjusted his weight.
His left butt cheek was numb. The chair had no padding. If it did, it had been mashed thinner than rice paper by 300 pounds of security guard. He’d already paced back and forth to get the blood flowing through his lower portions but it only worked his bowels into a tizzy. He couldn’t hit the toilet until he was relieved and Mr. Anderson was dead set on leaving him there until everything was squared away.
Sometime that afternoon.
James snapped the paper open and began reading the sports section for the third time.
Some said the job of a security guard was 90% boredom, 10% adrenaline. James felt it was closer to 99%. Had he known he was training to read newspapers and open car doors, he might’ve had second thoughts. But it paid the bills and he wasn’t digging ditches, so he shut the hell up and shifted his weight near the middle of his left and right cheek.
He was somewhere between the Chicago White Sox ninth inning collapse and the suspension of a biomite-enhanced recruit when the buzzing started. It wasn’t anything noticeable, sort of like a head rush when standing too quickly or temporarily seeing spots. He chalked it up to eating Mexican. Taquitos at 7 AM can wreak havoc.  
The buzz crept around the back of his neck like fingers massaging his jawbone. It crawled over his gums, his teeth, up into his sinuses and around his temples. The back of his eyeballs itched.
He blinked back the odd sensation, rubbed his eyes with finger and thumb. He was going to have to call in a backup and explain that Mother Nature could be an insistent bitch. Somehow he didn’t think dropping a Mexican deuce in a bedpan was going to cut it. 
He took a breath, wiped his brow. Maybe the Want Ads would get his mind off it. He was thinking about a dog anyway. His watch reported 11:00 AM. 
Never going to make it.
He plowed through the pet section and ended up studying real estate. He hardly noticed the buzzing. It was still there, just wasn’t bothering him. Wasn’t in the way. Seemed normal.
The door opened. Just a crack at first.
James looked up from the funny pages. Cali looked back with one eye. She seemed to struggle with the heavy door, then it swung open. 
She just stood there, in the doorway. She stared. He stared.
“Going to get something to eat,” she said.
James blinked. 
The edges of her face were blurry. Kind of glowing, like the soft light photographers use to dress up wedding pictures. James folded the paper under his arm and gouged his eyes, again. When he opened them, the girl was past him. She took half-steps, trailing her fingers along the wall as she went. She stopped after each step, paused, took another. She didn’t look back, just kept going until she reached the turn. She crossed from the right wall to the left with three quick shuffles, bracing herself against the wall. It took a couple waves to finger the armrest of a wheelchair peeking around the corner, like she didn’t have another step left in her.
Cali fell into it. Her head sagged like dead weight.
Bells went off in James’ head, the kind of bells that were drilled into security guards. The kind of bells that sound like something between a car horn and a fire alarm. The kind that push a guard to his feet and shove him down the hall, made him ask a few questions and poke a few holes. 
Skip. Skip-skip.
Click.
James dug his fingers into his eyes. Shook his head. 
She was gone.
She’d already wheeled away, down the hall, going to the cafeteria to get something to eat because the woman just hadn’t been eating. I mean, she hadn’t eaten more than an orange slice since she’d gone in that room. Couldn’t say anyone could blame her. Her brother was near the end of a ship’s plank, about to be switched off like a light. And the news only got worse. She was going, too.
Woman couldn’t catch a break. 
The alarm bell was drowned out by a new wave of buzzing, this time reaching over the top of his scalp and pulling his upper lip over his eyebrows. His eyes hurt from repeated grinding. The bells were still in the distance, like an ambulance going in the other direction, now around the bend. Danger over there. Not here.
He rattled the paper, decided to start with the front page. He’d read every story, starting at the top. That’s how he stayed awake when things began to grind. Pay attention to details, listen to sounds, see everything. Nothing would get past him.
The door opened.
Cali stepped out. “Forgot my bag.”
She slung a heavy canvas bag over her shoulder and walked down the hall, all the way to the end without touching the wall or stopping for balance. No wheelchair down there. She turned the corner. 
The alarm bell was deafening. 
James stood, reached for his phone, took a step—
Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.
Next thing, he was sitting. Face in hands. Both cheeks numb.
There was a bell in his head, but he didn’t know exactly why. In fact, he couldn’t recall what that sound even meant, forgot what he was all about. But then it came back, he remembered. He considered looking in the room but knew there was no reason. Nothing could get past him. They couldn’t crawl out the window, they’d have to walk past him to get out.
And he hadn’t seen anyone in hours.
James rattled the paper. Started at the top of the front page. He’d read every story, top to bottom. And the tacquitos had passed.
He felt better already.
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Nix lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Waiting. Waiting for Cali.
She slumped in the chair next to his bed, head back. Eyes closed. If anyone walked in, they’d think she was sleeping. Anyone watching the cameras would believe the same.
[Okay.]
Her voice was inside his head.
[They’re watching,] she thought to him that morning. [They’re watching.]
She relayed everything he was supposed to do into his head. It was weird, talking that way. At first, it was like talking with his ears plugged, echoed with the volume up. It took some adjustment, some getting used to, before he was able to exert some control. She explained the new breeds were like wireless computers aggressively taking over his body and brain. 
[We need them to outnumber the old generation biomites.]
[Why?]
She didn’t answer that. He imagined the new breeds were super soldiers, pacmen gobbling up cell after cell, biomite after biomite. He didn’t ask the obvious question, didn’t ask… Am I becoming a computer?
[Okay,] she whispered into his mind again, eyes closed.
Nix pushed onto his elbows. His ribs ached. He took a second before pulling the covers off and sliding his feet over the edge. The floor was hard and cold. His skin, tired. He covered his eyes. A spotlight was blazing through the window; the sun was a beam of pain stabbing his brain. 
His fingers crawled over the bed and snatched up the clothes Cali laid out. The top was an orange sherbet blouse, the white pants rolled at the bottom. It took longer than usual to put Cali’s clothes on. A few weeks ago, they would’ve been snug. 
When he was dressed, he moved his weight onto his bare feet. His bones were fragile. Joints popped, ligaments creaked. He turned back to the bed, stuffed the extra pillows beneath the covers and pulled the sheet up high like someone was sleeping in the comfort of darkness. He made it to the end of the bed and stopped, took a breath. 
His skin sizzled with the heat of active biomites. New breeds. 
The door was five steps away. He focused on the handle. Five steps, that was his goal. Get to the door handle, first. Get to the door. He took deep breaths, let go of the bed and started after it. Earlier, his sister helped him to the bathroom. He pulled out his catheter with the help of new breeds numbing the pain in his urethra as the balloon-end popped out. He walked back on his own, but he was wobbling.
Like now. 
He held his hand out. The last two steps turned into three. He caught the handle and hit the door with his shoulder. The impact made his insides quake. Rattled his lungs. He needed a moment, took one and then another—
[Go.]
Cali’s voice was a whip, lashing his hand into action. He pulled the door open—
A big man looked up from his paper, sitting outside the door. Not happy. 
Nix watched him, waited for him to do something. But he only stared. Confusion swirled in the glassy orbs beneath his thick brows.
[Go.] 
Nix yanked the door with unexpected strength. Weakness shook his brittle bones. His muscles were taut. Renewed vigor surged through his nervous system. He was burning adrenaline and needed to go before it hit empty.
“Going to get something to eat,” he muttered, like his sister told him to say.
The big man seemed to be working out what the simple phrase meant, like he’d just heard a thick accent and the pieces of what he was seeing and hearing weren’t fitting. Nix didn’t wait for Cali to jar him with another thought. He started down the middle of the hall before shuffling to the wall for support. He stepped quickly past doorways. 
The wheelchair was there, right around the corner. Waiting. 
He focused on it, didn’t look back. His goal was to get to it. 
Nix panted. 
He stopped across from his goal. Summoning the courage, he took three quick steps across the hallway’s gulf to the other side. The tank had reached empty. There were no steps left in him. He fingered the wheelchair closer, collapsed into the cushioned seat.
Made it.
There he was, in the hall. In the wheelchair.
The big man reading his paper. 
Nix backed up.
Out of sight.
Where he waited.
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Cali wasn’t a juggler. But she managed to keep several balls in the air.
So far.
She sat down, appeared to take a nap. She looked exhausted. She was exhausted and she did need to sleep, but when she curled up on the chair and closed her eyes she didn’t slumber. Her mind expanded, feeling the various networks and biomites within a certain perimeter. Her reach wasn’t unlimited — she couldn’t connect with people on the streets — but she was expanding. The new breeds were learning, were dividing and evolving far quicker than she guessed. She was becoming a technological telekinetic, wirelessly talking to anything that chattered computer-speak. 
First, she penetrated the security camera fastened in the corner of the room. Once she tapped the video loop, she followed it back to the security servers and downloaded several minutes of Nix lying in bed while Cali stood at the window. She stitched that into a loop and put it on a seamless repeat cycle. It would fool any passing eyes for a few hours, and that was more than enough.
Next, she sensed the security guard outside the door. James was bored, reading a paper. She passively observed his behavior. There were moments when she could actually see what he was seeing, as if through foggy glass. His biomite content primarily enhanced his reflexes and senses, in particular his sight and hearing. He was naturally suspicious and calmly disciplined. Despite the boredom and aches of long periods of waiting, he remained vigilant. 
She didn’t want to do this. If it failed, it was all over. But there was no other way. Now or never.
Now or never.
[Go.] 
Cali occasionally checked on the security loop while firmly maintaining a connection with James’ biomites. Her next diversion was Nix. She stayed connected to monitor his health and strength. Even if everything went right, this might be too much. She could end up pushing him too far, drive him into overload. There would be no need for Marcus to come shut him down.
She might do the job for him.
When he was dressed, Cali began to manipulate James’ biomites. Slowly, she took control of his sensory input. When Nix reached the door, when he pulled it open, she made him see what she wanted him to see. 
It was a struggle, a delicate balance. If she pushed too hard, he’d go unconscious and draw attention. He had to believe what he was seeing. He had to put his suspicions aside and see her going to the cafeteria like she’d done several times over the past week. Those memories supported the false input.
Nix started down the hall. 
James’ suspicion eased. He accepted what just happened. But that wasn’t the hard part. He needed to forget she just left, needed to believe that she’d walked past him to get her bag. Cali opened her eyes, grabbed the bag off the floor. The security loop was still showing Nix sleeping, her staring out the window. 
When she opened the door, James nearly slid out of her mental grasp. His biomites shuddered like molecules put to flame, threatening to slip from her grasp like ornery children who didn’t want to do as they were told.
She squeezed him.
It was a tiny jolt, one that temporarily knocked him into a blackout. It would feel like a head rush and while he was senseless, she planted a reasonable explanation in his unconscious, that he was bored and tired and achy. And there was no way Cali and Nix could escape, not when their biomites were being monitored. If they left the hospital, an alarm would go off and they could track them. And if they got too far away, they could shut them down.
There was hardly a need for a guard.
Nix was in the wheelchair. Three nurses were down the hall. Cali connected with their biomites, simply commanded that they weren’t their patients, no one that they should be concerned with. Cali turned the wheelchair around and pushed it to the end of the hall and waited for the elevator. 
Nix sat with his arms in his lap. His complexion was good, his head upright. She liked what she was seeing. His strength was better than she anticipated. The elevator arrived. Cali sensed it was empty before the doors slid open, accompanied by the sound of a bell. 
She pushed him inside, hit the button. They both stared down an empty hallway while the doors slid closed. She resisted hugging him. Instead, they stared at each other in the warped reflection of the silver doors. They made it this far, but it was only the start. And hardly that.
[Ready?] she thought.
Nix nodded.
They instinctively took deep breaths, preparing for a deep dive into the unknown. Cali closed her eyes. She was firmly connected with Nix’s new breeds. She held her next thought-command on the edge of her mind, like the crosshairs aligned with a target, finger on the trigger. 
[Off.]
Cali’s legs buckled. She caught herself on the wheelchair. Her skin tingled as her new breeds compensated for the sudden deactivation of ALL the old generation biomites. She shut down a third of her functioning body. The new breeds struggled to keep her from passing out, to keep her organs functioning and her brain from freezing. 
Nix was limp.
But he was breathing. His pulse a distant rhythm. 
He was alive. Barely.
They needed time to recover, for the new breeds to complete the transition. Now that the old generation biomites were off. 
Now that they were invisible.
Cali’s gut dropped as the elevator lurched upward. 
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Bad food.
Swamps soaked James’ armpits. A toxic fog lingered behind his eyes, fuzzy edges haloed the newspaper. He needed to call in backup. He wouldn’t be any good puking on the floor. Not that there was anyone he needed to be chasing down but he was going to be in the bathroom within the next ten minutes.
He reached for his phone—
The doctor trotted around the corner, his lab coat fluttering behind him, a nurse on his heels. James stood up. They passed him, didn’t pay any attention to him, hit the door and rushed inside. James wandered in behind. 
The doctor yanked the covers back, exposing pillows. “Where is he?”
James filled the doorway, hand on the heavy door. He didn’t have enough sense to even shake his head.
“This was in the bathroom.” The nurse handed the catheter to the doctor.
He put his hands on his hips, looking around the room like Nix might be hiding in a corner. He even bent slightly, peering under the bed. 
James hadn’t moved.
“Call your boss,” the doctor said, pushing past him. 
James was going to puke, for sure.
 
 
 
 



37
 
Marcus drummed his fingers on the counter. The hotel clerk tapped on the keys, checking in a woman with frizzy hair and a kid attached to her leg and a thumb in his mouth. The rugrat stared at Marcus, a snot bubble swelling with each breath. 
Marcus turned his back.
His driver rolled his luggage to the car, put it in the trunk. He’d wait for Marcus to call, swing by and pick him up when all this was done. 
Marcus looked at his watch. 1:00. He didn’t want to be in Chicago a minute longer. When it hit 3:00, those two halfskins were getting shutdown and he wasn’t going to linger. He wasted enough time on this charade. This was done, 3:00, on the dot.
M0ther was an honest system. She was a machine only interested in data. She recorded every event, watched where people went, alerted the authorities when they went redline and shut them down when they went halfskin. She had no feelings, had no investment about who lived and died. It was a simple system, an honest one.
But Marcus reserved the right to keep it that way. Sometimes, honesty can make the wrong choice. Dr. Cali was clearly damaged from her biomite seeding. His people had interviewed her co-workers and neighbors, they’d done a full analysis. Her basement was a fully operational biomite lab that had been cleansed of data. She was up to something and smart enough to cover her tracks.
And while her biomite content mysteriously stayed below the redline, he was sure that she had rigged it. Somehow, she was fooling the meters, changing what they were reading. Marcus had been around enough halfskins to know when they were over the line. He could smell it. They had a way about them. They were slightly hollow, distant and mechanical.
Machine-like.
That was her. Cali was halfskin, he knew it. If she thought she could walk around fooling him, she was wrong. She met the one person that could remedy her deceit. So, yeah, Marcus set the record straight. It wasn’t his meter that cheated the reading, he simply changed what was being reported through M0ther.
She would shut her down.
“I want smoking,” demanded the woman with the snotty kid growing off her leg. “I said that already.”
Marcus sighed, drumming the counter with his fingernails. The woman glared at him, gave him a chance to say something. His phone buzzed. He put it to his ear, not taking his eyes off her.
“Yeah.”
The kid made sucking sounds around his thumb. Marcus wanted to wipe his nose with the mother’s dress.
He barely heard what was said.
Not because he was distracted. Because it was impossible. 
“What do you mean disappeared?”
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Eight nurses.
Three med techs. 
One janitor cleaning up vomit down the hall.
Cali sat in the corner of room 512. Eyes closed. Mind plugged into the fifth floor’s network, reading who was clocked in. She didn’t know what they were doing, except for the janitor that was just called up after Mr. Craven regurgitated his chicken salad on his way to the bathroom. 
She sorted through the database, read the patient list. She knew this room had recently been vacated when Ms. Sheila Hartley had been discharged after hernia surgery. Cali immediately filled the room with an alias Mr. Calvin Brown, a man that suffered from diverticulitis. His mother would be in the room with him, sitting in the chair with her eyes closed.
Mr. Brown was currently sleeping.
Cali had triggered a shutdown of their old generation biomites, the very technology that allowed M0ther to follow them, to monitor them, to pass along their location, health and activity to anyone with authority to receive it. Namely, Mr. Marcus Anderson. And now that all the old generation biomites were deactivated, they were invisible.
M0ther couldn’t see them.
Nix wasn’t ready for the shutdown. There were still too few new breeds to support his body without the assistance of the old generation ones. But there wasn’t a choice. If they stayed on the second floor, if Marcus shut them down with all the body guards around them and Cali and Nix survived, suspicion would drop like a hammer.  
The new breeds would be discovered. 
She had to get them away, to hide. To survive. Invisible, they could make their escape. But she couldn’t just wheel Nix out. She could barely stand and she was in much better shape than her brother and even that sudden loss about did her in. They needed to rest, give the new breeds time to flush their systems and take the place of old generation biomites, to keep their organs functioning, their muscles contracting, nervous systems firing.
Cali went to the sink, filled the pitcher with water and drank. She’d been to the bathroom multiple times, excreting the dead biomites that were filtered through the liver and kidneys. She filled a cup, bent the scrunchy elbow of a straw, and lifted Nix’s head. He wasn’t asleep, but conscious just enough to feel the plastic tip on his lips, to pull the water. She was constantly reminding him to drink, to drink more. She couldn’t move him to the bathroom, he had to do his business right there. In the bed.
She’d worry about that later.
Cali sat back down. Felt like she’d run a marathon. She wanted to sleep, needed it badly. Right now, she needed to watch, needed to wait for their opportunity. When Nix was ready to move, they’d have to move. Hiding inside the hospital wouldn’t last, even if she could manipulate the computer database. Eventually someone would come looking: they’d see past her illusions. 
She closed her eyes.
She listened to the chatter of intercom calls and secure phones. She caught fragments of medical talk and concerned families in waiting rooms. She stayed open, listening. Watching.
Waiting.
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Marcus marched out of the elevator.
His shoes hammered the floor. Coat unbuttoned. White shirt puffed over his belt and tie slightly undone. He went down the middle of the hall, eyes ahead. Others moved to the side. He turned the corner, hand out, punching open the door. 
Several people were inside.
Most were dressed darkly, unassuming clothing that cloaked security guards from standing out in a crowd. Their chatter was cut still. 
The balding man stopped. He looked around, hands on hips. He met all their eyes.
“Someone,” he said, drawing out the word, “tell me what the hell happened.”
The last word hissed with steam. 
James was the only one in the room sitting. He worked his tongue to moisten his lips. He stood up. He explained that he might have been poisoned or maybe it was just bad food, but whatever it was… he couldn’t quite remember. Cali left the room to get something to eat, and then they were gone.
“What do you mean, gone?”
He shrugged.
“Use your training, son. Did the woman have her brother stuffed down her pants? Did she fold him up and tuck him into her bag? HOW THE HELL COULD HE BE GONE?”
Again, shrug. No one had answers.
One of the security agents, a tall skinny man with thinning hair, recounted what they knew. Marcus paced the room, listening while he peeked in the bathroom, looked at the bed, picked up a water pitcher. They’d interviewed everyone on the floor, no one had seen either of them leaving. The security camera was running a loop of them still in the room.
“How could they do that?” he asked.
“We’re looking into that?” the skinny man said.
She had no access to her laptop. Her phone, perhaps, had hacking capability but that would require a significant amount of time to set up and execute. Certainly, they’d know what she was doing if that was it.
Impossible. Just… impossible. There was no way she could shut herself down, shut her brother’s biomites down, and disappear. Their bodies had to be somewhere. It was not possible to survive without biomites. She wasn’t halfskin, not like his reader reported. No, she was probably redline and that would be enough to cripple her. But the kid… he’d be dead.
The bodies have to be SOMEWHERE.
And she can’t make them invisible. M0ther is synchronized with the unique strands of artificial DNA strands that compose every single biomite in production, artificial DNA that allows them to function. Even if that was somehow sidestepped, even if she was able to recombine the biomite DNA, there was the mitochondria power supply. M0ther could follow that.
The woman was a brilliant scientist, but she couldn’t accomplish something like that. None of the biomite corporations were allowed to experiment with off-grid synthesis of biomite production without the consent of the government without risking loss of license. The Army Corp of Engineers had been working on developing invisi-biomites and hadn’t even come close.
Have I underestimated her?
No. Impossible. 
Had to be another explanation.
“Sir?”
Marcus jerked around. 
“They were last located in the elevator,” Skinny said. “The elevator went up and stopped on every floor. No one recognized them but there’s no evidence they went down. They might still be in the building. The exits are all covered and we’re going floor to floor.”
“Good,” Marcus said. “Check all the rooms, all the closets. I want everything turned over, I want IDs checked, I want every syringe, every cottonball, every last band-aid examined for these two people, do you understand?”
They nodded.
“Do not notify the Chicago police, not yet. If they’re still in the building, I want to handle this.”
They didn’t ask questions. They knew a media shitstorm was on the horizon. Once the media got wind of a problem, it got harder to solve. And if they heard that two people went off the grid and hadn’t been found — whether they were alive or not —going to create a landslide of legal issues.
This was a potential Hydra.
Marcus’s thighs were cold. Uncertainty swirled. 
James’ eyes were still a bit hazy.
“Get him checked out,” Marcus said. “I want to know what happened to him so it doesn’t happen again. And get the doctor, now. Where is he?”
“On the way.”
“I want all the records of this Nixon Richards now. I want to see all the blood analysis, all the tests they ran since he arrived. Make those available ASAP. If his sister somehow tampered…” He stopped, not wanting to utter it out loud, even though they were all thinking it. “I’ll be in the doctor’s office.”
They moved out.
James was the last to go.
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Chug-chug. 
Chug-chug.
Machines. Chugging and pumping. Working in synchronicity, a majestic symphony of artificial sounds. 
The sound of work.
A furnace glowed red hot, somewhere. A furnace burning with friction, with energy. He felt it, out there, warming the universe. 
Vibrations jittered on the skin of an invisible membrane, a body that contained the identity known as Nix. It quivered and jiggled and sang. Somewhere, ants crawled along that barrier, their legs touching and marching and going chug-chug.
Chug-chug.
Colors mixed with sound and energy. Primary colors shot like stars, crossing paths, running parallel, overlapping to make secondary colors. Sometimes they swirled and curved. He’d recognize a face, eyes and a nose, that would quickly melt away in the growing heat as the furnace pumped exhaust into the world. Sweat tracked the skin somewhere out there, tickling small hairs and tiny nerves. 
He began to sink. Down he was going, down somewhere on a smooth ride, like an elevator taking him to the basement, dipping him in an essence that was warm and cleansing.
And slowly he went. Slowly he went. 
Nix sank closer to where the furnace was burning. 
He sensed there weren’t floors where the ride was going, it was just sinking and sinking and more sinking. To the center of the furnace where the chug-chug banged away. 
Deeper, it went.
Hotter, it became.
Nix knew where the ride would lead if it did not stop. He knew it would take him to the center of existence, into the heart of the fire. To oblivion.
If it did not stop. Did not stop.
And the chug-chug rang like a gong.
It hammered. 
It sang. It called. It created.
And it burned.
Nix felt the fabric of his life — his existence — was curling and graying like the edges of a parchment meeting the freshly struck tip of a match. He was thinning, fraying, and fading. 
He could take no more.
If he went deeper.
He would be no longer—
But the ride began to slow—
Slow—
Stop.
Near a furnace, a surface red hot, filling everything with light. It surged like a belly, like breath filled it, a heart beating inside. 
Beating to the chug-chug. 
Nix felt the elevator that held him so close to oblivion; it clung by a delicate thread that could be easily snipped by the edge of a butterfly wing. He waited, dangling precipitously close to touching the surface, a touch that would melt everything. 
He felt his skin peel.
Bones char.
He melted into a fleshy puddle of goo that would leak through the cracks of the elevator floor and drip on the furnace and sizzle and evaporate and become nothing, become nothing, become—
And then it lifted.
Ever so slowly, he pulled away, lifted up. Carefully. Lovingly.
He inched away from death. Away from the furnace.
No longer a puddle.
And up he went where it was cooler. Where there were streaking colors and sounds, again. He remembered things. Remembered who he was, entertained thoughts of what he looked like and where he’d been. He wished he could hide in the lagoon, like he could call it up and go there, soak in the ocean’s buoyant grip and lay his head back, bathe in the soft droplets floating from the waterfall.
And upward he went—
Through the thoughts, through the colors and smells and images until—
Wake up, Nix.
He felt a membrane wrap around him, sealing him inside. Defining him. It felt like plastic wrap. 
He recognized, finally, his body.
He opened his eyes in a dark room.
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A face looked back from the mirror. Sunken eyes, caved cheeks. A cold sore — red and angry — shined on her upper lip. She ran the tip of her tongue over it, felt the sting.
Felt good.
Cali’s hands quivered on her eyes, her nerves quaking with doubt. 
Biomites were artificial clones of biological cells. They required oxygen and nutrients. Food, something she hadn’t had in 36 hours. Or more. She had no appetite, figured she could go another 36 hours, if needed. 
She was still drinking water. Her urine had cleared and lost the biomite smell — something like putty. She suspected the majority of old generation biomites had been flushed out. 
The blinds were drawn. Darkness was outside. After midnight, somewhere in the range of 2:00 AM. 
The hospital was quiet, except for the sounds of some of the suffering down the hall and the hushed tones of late-shift nurses. She programmed their computers to show their room was empty due to equipment failure. Nurses wouldn’t need to open the door until maintenance arrived in the morning. 
She listened to the radio and phone chatter, eavesdropping on conversations but heard nothing except gossip and sorrow. No security guards reporting their positions.
No Marcus Anderson.
She dared not hope for the best. She wasn’t desperate enough to believe they’d gone to the streets of Chicago in search of them, leaving the doors wide open. Her head was stuffy, brain a bit sluggish as it readjusted to the flushing, but she wasn’t delusional. 
They were out there.
I’m not delusional.
Nix looked good, his vitals improved. She thought she lost him shortly before midnight. His pulse faded. There was nothing she could do but wait. And he came back from the edge. The new breeds wouldn’t let him die, they kept him alive. His forehead was hot to touch, but that was good. They were fighting. 
She wasn’t going to lose him.
But she needed him moving normally. If they could leave the hospital at full strength, walk out like a healthy pair, she could handle interference much more effectively, alter what people were seeing and believing. They could do it when visiting hours had closed, when the day shift had gone home and surgeries were done and nurses were just trying to keep people asleep. 
They’d do it then.
She sat down, rested her head, fully aware she might fall asleep. All was quiet and maybe she could get a few hours, set an internal alarm to wake up. Her eyes were instantly weighted, like the thought gave her body permission to check out for a spell.
If she’d had that thought seconds earlier, if she’d decided not to visit the restroom, the ending would’ve been different. 
Her eyelids were on their last drop, preparing to lock down when a disturbance snapped them open. A nurse protested with hushed tones, but harshly enough to carry through all the doors along that wing. She was answered by a man with no ability to whisper.
Cali jumped to her feet.
She was at the door, eyes wide, mind scanning. There was nothing in the airwaves, but the nurse was obviously agitated. Cali felt her anger. It was late, there was no way the man was going to look in every room, not on her watch. If he had any questions, he could ask and she might be able to tell him, but there was no way he was going to—
The man was done talking.
The nurse was unable to stop him. 
Cali’s heart slammed her ribs. She touched the door, head against the cool surface, hoping to get an idea of where he was going. The nurse’s voice was trailing. She might be going off to search for help. Or she was following the man. 
She quieted her racing mind, reaching out to sense biomite activity in relation to where she was. She picked up on the nurse’s. And the man’s.
Cali hovered on the fringes of his biomites, careful not to influence them in any way, wary they may be expecting manipulation after they examined what she did to James. She simply watched what direction he was going.
The C-wing. 
He would come this way, though. He’d stop in the room. Cali might be able to influence what he was seeing but it was a risk. Any hint of manipulation could set off an alarm, bring a mob of gun-toting maniacs. And if this turned into a chase, Cali and Nix were not going to win. Not from the fifth floor.
They had to leave. Now.
“Wake up, Nix.” Cali bent over the bed, gently shaking his arm.
Nothing, at first. She shook again and, this time, his eyes opened with effort. There was no focus, plenty of confusion. His breath was humid, rancid. Lips coated with gummy residue, skin flaking off his cheeks. 
Cali pulled back the sheets and looked away. She swallowed back the acrid bile that erupted past her tongue. He’d been eliminating urine where he lay. She could clean him up when they were ready. That wasn’t now.
Nix was already falling back asleep. She sat him up, whispered what they were going to do. She couldn’t hear the nurse any more. At the pace the man was going, he would reach the end of the wing in five minutes and come back in their direction. 
She got new pants on Nix. They were her pants but he couldn’t go without clothes. Not naked.
And not soiled.
“One foot,” she whispered, leaning him forward. “Put your weight on it, then the other.”
Nix followed her directions like a compliant zombie, lifting one foot then the other. He supported his weight, standing and swaying with her help. She led him to the wheelchair. 
That was good.
He was moving, responsive.
And not dead.
Cali ran to the door, cracked it open. The hall was empty. 
A nurse would later report seeing a woman and a boy on the elevator around 2:00 AM, just before the doors closed. She didn’t think much about it at the time. She couldn’t explain why.
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Marcus unbuckled his watch, rubbed his wrist. He shut the laptop, made sure it was locked before getting up. Another stretch, this one for the lower back. The nurse paid him no attention. She was busy at her station, behind the counter. 
He dropped the laptop in a leather saddlebag, slung it over his shoulder. There were plenty of people coming through the nurse’s station, plenty that never looked at him. No one seemed that happy in the middle of the night on the biomite wing. 
The floor was quiet except for an occasional moan from the B wing, some old man that suffered burns over half his body when his tractor turned over. Biomites were rebuilding the skin and dulling the nervous system, but still he moaned. Marcus would gamble the old man moaned on a good day.
He waited for the elevator, watching the lit arrow as if that would get the car there faster. He wondered if Cali and Nix used that elevator to leave the hospital. Wondered if they were still in the building. Wondered how the hell they even left the room. He hadn’t told the Secretary about the event. He glanced at his phone.
Fourteen unanswered calls.
Come daylight, he’d have to answer one. Just through the night, that’s all he wanted. The first 12 hours were the most important. He reluctantly released photos to the Chicago police without a full explanation. Names and faces, that’s all. People of federal interest. Their help would be much appreciated. There was a chance the two were on the streets, hiding in an alley or passed out in a car. If they tried to use a credit card or the phone, Marcus’s people would fall on them like vultures. Marcus needed to be patient. They couldn’t be far.
Couldn’t be healthy. 
But how the hell did they disappear?
That’s why he needed to find them more than anything. They fell off M0ther’s radar, somehow erased Nix’s test results, masked the security camera… this was the real problem. They had done the impossible and Marcus needed to find out how. It was no fluke. And if it happened, if it spread to other people, to other biomites… this was something the doctor failed to understand. Of course, how do you make sense to a biomite sympathist like him? 
That’s why Marcus was working from the nurse’s station. He had commandeered the Chief doctor’s desk. The man walked in and stood in front of his decadent fish tank.
“Out.”
Marcus didn’t look up from his work. “I’ll only need your space through the night, doctor.”
“Not in here, you won’t.”
“I don’t think you understand.” Marcus punched a few keys. “Two halfskins escaped your floor. They have also escaped detection, something you haven’t been able to explain. Their capture is imperative.”
“We don’t call them halfskins.”
“They’re 50%. What else are they?”
“They’re human, Mr. Anderson. Biomite-enhanced humans that, otherwise, wouldn’t be alive.”
“Whether you call them halfskin or not does not change what they are. It does not change the fact that they are in violation of a federal law that no human being can be composed of more than 50% biomite replacement, doctor. That is the law and I am enforcing it.”
“Not from my office you won’t.”
Marcus finally looked up, sat back. They stared like gunfighters. 
“You think you’re saving them?” Marcus asked. “You’re only delaying their death.”
“Medicine has been doing that for centuries.”
“Medicine? Is that what you call this? You replace their bodies with microscopic machines, a little at a time, and you call that medicine?”
“Modern-day medicine, Mr. Anderson.”
“Medicine involves antibiotics and repairing the flesh, not replacing it. What you’re doing is killing the soul, selling pleasure for a price they can never pay.”
“Pleasure?” The doctor slid his hands into the front pockets of the lab coat. “Walk this floor, Mr. Anderson and listen. Do you hear pleasure? There’s a boy that needs a new heart valve, a woman that needs a kidney, and a man with a brain tumor. They’ll all survive because of biomites. It’s what we do in a hospital, we heal them. Biomites have made that possible like never before.”
The doctor pulled the door open.
“Now, I’ll ask you to leave once more. Don’t make me call security.”
Marcus considered the demand. Certainly he could force the doctor to reconsider. This wing benefitted substantially from federal funding. But he couldn’t play that card, not yet. He needed to operate quietly. For now.
He snapped the laptop closed, pushed away from the desk. He stopped on his way out. “You know where they are, don’t you.”
The doctor shook his head.
“When this is over, if I find out you helped them escape, your career will be over.”
The doctor was unperturbed. 
The elevator arrived. 
Marcus stepped into an empty car, went down to the cafeteria for some coffee. He’d sit there and monitor his agents from a booth. He checked his phone again. There was about three hours of daylight left to do it.
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Their reflection in the elevator door was distorted. Still, that couldn’t hide the vacancy in her eyes, the dark pockets they stared out from. Nix looked like an invalid, head cocked to the side, mouth open. His cheeks were pale and shiny, like a frost victim. She leaned over, inspected the tiny cracks along his cheeks. The skin was flaking off, like a snake shedding skin. She rubbed her own cheeks. Skin fluttered like dandruff. She peeled a sheet from her arm. 
They passed the third floor. She felt five people as they went by. They were blips on her radar, their biomites signaling like stagnant ships on a sea of ether.
Second floor, three more. Two nurses, one orderly. 
The world was unfolding around her like another dimension, her body interconnecting with everything with an electronic pulse. The language was unspoken, belted out in waves and particles, falling on her like photons on a light-sensitive plate, patterns that were immediately translated. 
Connecting. I’m no longer separate from the world. 
The elevator slowed. Stopped.
Cali held the button down on the panel, kept the doors closed. She reached out with her mind. There was no one within range. She didn’t expect anyone to be in this part of the hospital where janitorial and maintenance clocked in and out. Not this time of night. There was an exit to her right, down the hall and through the loading dock. Her finger slipped off the button.
The doors opened. She looked in both directions. 
Nix’s head bobbled as the wheels bounced out of the elevator. Cali pushed at a half-trot. She kept her mind open, her feet moving. The loading dock was at the end, to the left. There was a doorway that led through a locker room that—
SOMEONE.
The wheels squeaked. Cali’s feet tripped up, she almost let go. She stopped in the middle of the hall, fingers trembling. Someone was up ahead. Someone at the loading dock. She stayed there, in the hall, afraid to move. 
But she had to move.
She had to keep going.
They were out in the open. Hiding wasn’t an option, not anymore. 
The chair eased forward, the rubber wheels silent again. Cali was on her toes, breath bouncing in her throat. She closed her eyes, reached out to feel the body that was between them and the exit. She read the person’s biomites like seeing words through a telescope. She knew who he was before peeking around the corner, seeing the man with short hair standing in a doorway, holding the door open to blow smoke. 
Federal security.
They had the exit covered.
Had them all covered.
She leaned against the wall, head bouncing lightly. Her brother, still silent in the chair. She needed to think, just for a minute. They couldn’t outrun him. The second they were recognized, they would be caught. They needed a head start. A big one. If she tried to blind him like James… no, they’d be ready for that. She assumed they’d know what she did to get out of the hospital room. They’d know when their biomites were being manipulated.
She took a minute. 
She thought. They’d be expecting her.
And then closed her eyes. There was no other choice.
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Sam Craven was still considered a rookie.
He’d been working for the feds two and half years, but they still called him rookie. He’d been on numerous assignments and saw nothing but boredom. He’d fired his gun plenty of times at the range and bagged deer during the season, but when on duty, nothing ever happened. 
And he didn’t expect anything to happen this time.
The suspects were harmless, although that could be deceiving. A couple of halfskins on the run. How that happened, they weren’t told. Just a brother and sister due to be shutdown and somehow fell off the grid. Intelligence suggested they were on their way out of town but there was no evidence they ever left the hospital, so Sam was holding down one of the exits.
Hours went by and he stayed at attention. But the room was stuffy and he was jonesing for a smoke. He leaned the door open and fired up a Winston, pulling the first drag deep. The smoke hit the nighttime air thick and white. The paper crackled with satisfaction. 
He wasn’t distracted. He had an eye on the outside and inside. No one would get within twenty feet without being seen. And if he saw them, his biomites would automatically trigger a facial recognition alarm and the rest of the team would converge. Lights out, halfskins.
But they weren’t here, not in the building. No way. 
If those two could brain-scramble James, if they could loop that camera, then they wouldn’t stick around the hospital, now would they? Holding down the loading dock was a waste of time, really. They should be on the street, interviewing people, analyzing biomite activity… all the shit he’d been trained to do. Not acting like a doorstop. 
The third drag, his head buzzed—
The cigarette cherry popped on the concrete in a shower of embers.
Sam let the smoke leak from his nostrils.
Looking in. Out. And back.
Something was buzzing. They were prepped for this. This was what James experienced before the escape. There was an analysis of his brain waves recorded by his biomites, a manipulation of his perception that made him blank out, almost skip time.
Sam put his finger to his ear.
He didn’t want to call, not yet. Give it a second. Just a second and then he’d report it. He wasn’t a 100% it wasn’t a cigarette buzz and if it was he was sure to catch—
Snip.
A black flash covered his eyes.
Just a moment, like a movie skipped a few frames. 
He wasn’t sure, did he blink, or was he thinking, or was he… he was just so confused…
“What is it, Craven?” a voice called into his ear.
Sam’s lips moved. Nothing came out.
“Craven?”
He needed to say something. He must’ve called out and reported the disturbance, he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t explain it was an accident, something was happening. He couldn’t talk, couldn’t talk, couldn’t think straight, he just needed to open up and shout for help—
THERE! THERE!
In the lot! Across the lot! A woman, pushing a wheelchair. 
They got by him.
They got by him and he couldn’t…
 “SUSPECTS IN SIGHT!” he shouted. “AT THE LOADING DOCK, WOMAN PUSHING A WHEELCHAIR.” 
Whatever gripped him had let go. 
“IN PURSUIT!”
It had him paralyzed, had him trapped, but she was out of range, lost control of him before they could get out of sight. And now he saw them. Now he knew where they were. And it was only a matter of time. Once there was visual contact and the chopper was overhead, it was over.
Sam was off the loading dock, carefully following. He didn’t want to get too close just yet. 
His hand dropped to his gun.
Maybe this time.
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Her mind was a delicate hand.
It observed the man in the doorway, blowing smoke, wishing for something better. Something more exciting. His name was Sam Craven. He was 26 years old. Never married. Had dated a few times but preferred to keep his options open. He went home for Christmas every year, argued politics and kissed everyone on the cheek when he left.
He was a good man.
A reliable one.
Alert.
Cali sensed his paranoia, knew he was looking for her and Nix as well as any strange sensations. He was primed to pounce. And she preyed on that. He was looking across the parking lot. She could see what he saw — as if she rented his eyesight. There was open asphalt and faded yellow lines. Several cars were spread out beneath the sodium lights. Nothing moved. 
Nothing at all. 
Cali imagined what she wanted to see in that open space. She pictured it in her own mind as clear as if she had conjured it up on a screen. She played it out, all the way to the end, made sure the details were rich and convincing. Once through was all she had time for. Once through to make it work.
All at once, she projected it into Sam Craven’s mind. He felt the manipulation first, buzzing at the back of his head like wires had been yanked from a secret door just below his hairline and short-circuited. Alarms fired. He began to look around, began to call for back-up, but not before the image crossed his mind like footprints in freshly laid snow.
He saw her pushing a wheelchair. Saw her hustling to get out of sight, surprised when she turned around to see him pursing. Saw her race the wheelchair to the sidewalk and around privet hedges to the street beyond. 
His voice trailed off, shouting for his companions to hurry. He had them. He had them dead to rights. He was in pursuit.
The doorway clear.
Cali slipped out of the loading dock and turned to the right. Her mind open, searching for others, she pushed her brother around the corner, under a rampart and around another corner until they reached an empty street.
She didn’t stop running, despite the weakness in her legs and dimness in her vision. She rushed down the sidewalk, across the street, in the opposite direction of the federal agents. 
She hurried toward freedom.
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Marcus was one of the last to reach the loading dock. 
His hard-soled shoes weren’t meant for running on linoleum and he bit it on the first corner out of the cafeteria, catching his knee on the corner of a vending machine. He managed a skip-run the rest of the way, slowing around the corners. He couldn’t feel his leg. His breath labored, heart slamming in his ears. 
Craven had called on the radio. Marcus spilled his coffee while he stuffed his laptop into his briefcase. At first, he thought he’d apprehended them. I GOT THEM! I GOT THEM!
The radio crackled with updates as Marcus worked his way to Craven’s position. He couldn’t be sure, it sounded like they were still in pursuit. He couldn’t imagine how they were still chasing after a woman pushing a wheelchair, but there were many scenarios. This was new ground they were embarking upon. They needed to catch these two.
Had to.
Agent Starling was standing on the loading dock. Marcus stopped in the doorway, leaning over to catch his breath. His pant leg was stuck to a dark spot that was growing over his knee. 
Starling raised his finger. “That way, sir.”
Marcus nodded. He went down the ramp, hopping mostly on his good leg. His other leg stiffened. He struggled across the parking lot, his chest tightening. The lights turned his skin the color of porridge. He was walking when he turned the corner at the hedges. Across the street, only fifty yards down, three of his men were gathered outside a 6-story parking garage. Marcus walked easily, catching his breath when he arrived. The briefcase repeatedly hammered his hip. He set it on the sidewalk.
“Update,” he demanded.
A short man built like a roadblock told him that the suspects had slipped past the automated gate; they were last seen fleeing to the second level. All the exits were covered. Three men were currently searching the levels. They were on the third floor. So far, no sign.
“It shouldn’t be long, sir.”
“Where’s Craven?”
“On the other side of the building.”
“Get him over here.”
Marcus sat on the edge of a concrete planter. His knee wouldn’t bend. He left it out straight. Craven hustled over a few minutes later, stood in front of him. Marcus sat up, didn’t try to stand. 
“What happened?”
Craven went through the details. He was on post at the loading dock when his biomites acted funny, like James had described when the woman and boy escaped. He managed to stay conscious when he noticed them halfway across the parking lot. At that point, he gave chase while calling for backup. Craven saw them enter the parking garage but lost them in the dark as they headed for the second deck. 
“And there’s no way they could’ve escaped?”
“No, sir. I took up position next to the elevator and stairwell with the ramp in view. There is no way out of this parking garage, unless they jumped.”
Marcus shook his head. Thinking, thinking.
Craven wanted to go back to his post. He wanted to catch them. Marcus jerked his head, told him to leave. Craven acknowledged him, stopped to speak with other agents.
The distance from the privet hedge to the parking garage was only fifty yards. The parking lot was about fifty yards. A guy like Craven — someone fit, lean, and young — could cover that distance in fifteen seconds. Maybe less. 
And a woman pushing a wheelchair… 
“Why didn’t you catch them?” Marcus coughed. 
Craven turned his head.
Marcus pointed back to the hedge, took a breath. “Why didn’t you catch them?”
“They were almost across the parking lot when I started after them.”
“You said they were halfway across, not almost across. Which is it?”
“A little farther than halfway.” 
Marcus stood up. His knee was frozen. “I can’t imagine she could reach the parking garage before you, but I’ll give her the benefit. But how did you not catch her before the second deck?”
Craven thought. “She turned the corner, disappeared in the darkness.”
“Disappeared?” Marcus looked through the entrance. “Did it occur to you that the corner is 100 feet up the ramp?”
Craven remained still.
“So you were on her and then she reached the end of the ramp in, what… three seconds?”
Marcus limped in front of him.
“Pushing a wheelchair.”
Craven’s lips worked without words, running the memory over and over. He was sure it was there, it had happened. He saw it.
“You said you felt the buzzing,” Marcus continued. “When did it stop?”
“Right about here.”
Marcus nodded. He started back toward the hospital. 
“She’s in there, I saw it!” Craven shouted. “My eyes weren’t buzzing, I saw that person inside the parking garage. They’re in there!”
Marcus waved without looking. He slung his briefcase over his shoulder, abandoned the parking garage. They could stay there, finish the sweep. They wouldn’t find anything. And Craven would continue to swear what he saw. The fact was, if he doubted it, he’d fall apart. If he faced the reality — that he saw something that wasn’t there — he’d never trust his senses again. He’d be done as an agent. When they turned up nothing, he would convince himself and others that the woman and her brother had somehow slipped out an uncovered entrance. 
Somehow.
Marcus limped over to the loading dock. His knee was working a little more fluidly, now that he was moving. The briefcase, however, felt like a bag of concrete.
“When did you arrive?” he asked the agent posted in the doorway.
“Sir?”
“When did you get here to guard this exit?”
He thought. “About a minute before you arrived.”
Marcus looked around. The parking lot was surrounded by brick walls and shrubbery to his right. There was a sidewalk to his left that went around the building. He handed the briefcase to the agent, told him to hold it. Told him there was sensitive data in there. It was the most unadvisable thing to do, hand something like that over, but he cared a lot less than he did only fifteen minutes earlier. 
He made it around the corner, making his knee bend as he went. He followed the path beneath a portico and past the entrance to another building to the street beyond. He stopped there, looked left and right.
It was almost 4:00 AM. 
Crickets were the only thing that disturbed the distant Interstate. 
He reached inside his coat, took out the phone. It was time to make a call. Time to tell his superiors what had happened.
Tell them it was over.
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The keycard slipped from Cali’s fingers, the corner rebounded off the standard hotel carpeting and bounced to the other side of the hallway. She put her hands on her face. Her fingers cold. Cheeks burning.
Legs quaking.
We made it. We made it this far. 
She steadied herself on the wheelchair’s handles. Nix’s head rested at an odd angle. The clerk at the front desk was more interested in a magazine than the sleeping kid in a wheelchair, checked them into their room.
We’re on our way to meet family, Cali told her. Just running a little late.
The clerk pursed her lips, tapped at the keys. Jenny Meggett?
Yes, that’s me. 
Tappity-tap-tap-tap. The girl coded a keycard and handed it over. She didn’t ask for a credit card, there was already one on file. Cali hesitated at the desk, then pushed towards the elevator. She wanted to ask if a little girl checked into her room, but thought better if she didn’t. She wanted to know, but thought better if she went and looked herself.
So now she was on the second floor, staring at raised numbers on the door. The keycard on the floor. Nix sleeping. 
She held on and bent over, prying the keycard off the dense carpet with a fingernail. The plastic was slick, the edge biting into her palm. She aimed it at the slot, stabbed the lock with a quick motion. A green light ignited. Gears turned.
She stared until the light went out.
Again, she keyed the door. This time she pushed the handle down before the light expired. 
It was dark.
The smell of clean drifted from the room.
Cali backed inside, pulling the wheelchair with her. The light switch was around the corner. She locked the door and stood there. The heavy curtains were drawn. The beds made.
TV off.
“Avery?” she whispered.
Cali’s hands shook with renewed force, her fingers rattling over her lips as she covered her mouth to keep anymore sounds from squeaking out. She was a horrible mother. She sent her little girl out on her own to wait for them and they almost never made it. What would’ve happened to her if they were shutdown? Where would she have gone? She had no one, if Cali disappeared.
No one.
Cali looked on the other side of each queen-sized bed, the corners crisply made and tucked beneath. She pulled the curtain aside, looked down into the city. The street was empty and wet. Drizzle streamed down the glass like tears.
“Momma?”
The bathroom door opened. And her little girl, her treasure, stood there with a toothbrush, wearing her nightshirt, the one that said Little Princess. Cali fell on her knees with such force that, despite the carpet, pain shot up her legs. She held her arms out and her little princess jumped. Avery smelled like Colgate.
“I’m so sorry,” Cali whispered. “I’m such a bad mother. Such a bad, bad mother.”
“No, you’re not. You’re the best.”
“I’m sorry,” she repeated, over and over.
“It’s okay, Momma. It’s okay. I just waited for you.”
“I know, I know… I just…”
And she squeezed her girl harder than a girl should be squeezed. And it felt good. A momma holding her cub to her bosom, never letting go. 
Never letting go.
“Is that Uncle Nix?”
“Yes,” Cali said. She held her hand and knelt next to her brother. 
His breathing was shallow. Drool hung from his lower lip. His complexion was still yellow but blotchy with patches of dry skin flaking off like scales. Like a new body pushing away the old.
A new breed. 
“He smells funny,” Avery said. She leaned closer, wrinkled her nose. “What happened?”
“He’s been sick.” Cali pushed her brother’s hair off his forehead. Clammy and wet. 
“He’s better?”
Cali nodded. “Yeah, he’s better.”
She smiled.
“He’s a lot better.”
Avery, despite the odor, wrapped her arms around Nix and pressed her head against his. Toothpaste dried on her lips like primer. The little princess smiled with her eyes closed, glad to see her uncle home and safe.
Home and safe.
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There was no sense of time.
Like anesthesia. Like a portion of consciousness snipped from his life. If he had to recall his last moment of awareness, and it took great effort to do so, Nix remembered the silver doors of an elevator closing. Remembered his reflection looking back and his sister standing behind him. She said something—
Fire and furnace.
The images of hallucinatory dreams marched through his memories like pink elephants.
And now there was darkness. Blackness so perfect, unmarred by variations of smudging or the hint of shapes and depth. Just black.
Just night.
He wasn’t sure that time was passing, although it seemed to be since he was aware — on some level — of this absence of light. Of this night that went on forever, where there was no sensation. There just was.
Just is.
Until there was a pinpoint of light. 
He wasn’t even sure when it appeared. As he became aware of it, he was thinking that perhaps it was there the whole time. That perhaps he just didn’t see it.
And then there was another. And another.
Like a black sheet draped across the sun and something poking through it. Some holes bigger than others, some brighter, but none bigger than the head of a needle. All there, filling his vision, filling the darkness like a can of sparkly paint flipped from a brush to spatter the night.
Stars. Those are stars. 
Nix was grossly aware that he had a realization. That there was thought in this world. Before, the dark and the pinpoints of light were just knowledge, something that he just knew. But he felt a movement — something shifting — when he recognized the lights for what they were. That they were stars.
That he was lying on his back, looking into a pristine night sky.
And, like the lights had eased into his awareness, so did the sound of water beyond his feet, ebbing and flowing and shooshing and crashing. The heartbeat of the ocean was somewhere beyond his vision, but he could hear it. He could smell the salt, the sea life within it. Feel the sand beneath him.
And he lay there, motionless. Watching the stars glitter. Listening to the ocean call. He stayed that way for longer than he would remember, for a period of time that he could not measure, remaining in the present moment.
Just seeing.
Just hearing.
Smelling. Feeling.
Until smoke was in the air. Wood burned and crackled somewhere to his right. Nix turned his head, the sand grinding against his ear. He saw the fire glowing, flames licking the darkness somewhere between the hardpacked sand and the line of trees. Sparks danced like insects. 
Perhaps he knew where he was and didn’t recognize it. Of course he wouldn’t. Because never before had he ever experienced the inner world with such clarity. Never could he smell its richness, breathe its wonder. Feel its beauty. Perhaps, he thought, he was somewhere in the outer world. That, holding that last memory of the elevator and sister closely, Cali had taken him far away from the hospital. Perhaps they were in paradise, after all. Just like she promised. 
They escaped.
Because, if this was the lagoon, if this was his inner paradise, his dreamland, surely he would see—
She would be—
And a form stepped from behind the fire, the light flickering on her dark skin. Her bare feet pushing through the sand, hips swaying. Arms swinging at her sides. Her features faded as she stepped closer, the firelight now at her back, hiding the smile that touched her lips. 
Nix went up to his elbows. He sat with arms crossed on drawn knees. He looked at the star-choked sky and cresting waves. Felt his long-time companion near him. Fully aware that the new breed biomites had fleshed dreamland, made it as vivid as skin and bone. 
Or maybe this is real.
Raine’s hands were warm.
Her embrace soft.
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Marcus rapped the counter with his fingernails, tapping a rapid succession of bullets with no particular rhythm, just something to cut through the barbiturate fog. His leg, stabilized in a blue wrap, still pulsed.
The doctor was late.
It was cold in the room with jars of tongue depressors and old magazines. Marcus tapped and stared straight at a poster — the only adornment in the room — framed in a thin black border beneath a layer of clear plastic: a picture of an old man and his wife, walking through Hyde Park. He was two feet in the air, clicking his heels like a goddamn fairy on Broadway.
BIOGEN. Stem cell biomite technology to have you on your feet and out the door. Ask your doctor if it’s right for you. 
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
A week had come and gone. Still in Chicago. 
The pain, excruciating. When the adrenaline was exhausted, he smashed against the reality of a shattered knee. He attempted to fly home but was told to stay in Chicago. The investigation was ongoing and they needed him there, to mop up. And in the meantime, get that knee fixed.
They knew he wouldn’t take the biomites. They knew his stance. And he knew they kept him there, to let him stew in the raw scream of nerve endings that blared like never-ending fire alarms. Sometimes pain brought a man’s beliefs down, shattered the foundation on which he built his life. Pain, when there was enough, broke down all ideals.
But not Marcus Anderson.
He was certain, now more than ever, that biomite technology would be the end of humanity. Where once he held onto the thread of hope — bare and frayed at the ends — that people would see the folly of their tireless attempts to create happiness with technology was now all but dissolved. 
They need me now more than ever. 
The public was unaware of Cali and Nix. Thank God, the media, either. So far, all they knew was that a mistake had been made. As far as authorities were aware, the brother and sister were wanted for questioning. But they hadn’t broken any laws. And, for the love of God, they certainly weren’t halfskins that M0ther couldn’t see.
And that should be impossible. 
The only way to escape M0ther was to develop a new brand of biomites. Geniuses had yet to crack that case, but if Cali did… if, in fact, she developed something that knocked them off the grid and this wasn’t a fluke… well, then, Marcus was fucked.
We all are.
Everyone would all figure out how to avert the all-watching eye of the government; they’d be out on their own, doing what they wanted, infecting humanity with a new brand of biomites that were, perhaps, stronger, faster and telepathic.
Marcus was sure that he’d live long enough to see the ugly end. He’d see humanity consumed by microscopic machines. And he would sit back with the other purists in the world and laugh. 
Laugh as biomites ate them like flesh-eating bacteria. 
Laugh and say it, say it loud. 
I told you so. 
The door opened. A doctor entered, extended his hand. Asked Marcus how he was feeling.
Marcus grunted. And tapped.
The doctor dropped a folder on the counter and leafed through several documents. He pursed his lips and whistled. His lips wet. The sound happy and piercing.
The doctor tapped the counter. It came to life like a computer tablet. Marcus removed his hand from the lighted surface. The doctor went back to whistling, moving objects around. He double-tapped a folder and the wall in front of Marcus transformed. The framed poster turned out to be a projection.
Lights danced.
An X-ray flipped into view.
“That’s your knee.” The doctor used his fingertip to draw a red circle on the wall. “Your patella is shattered and you tore the patellar tendon.”
Marcus didn’t need the X-ray and all the red arrows pointing to the black lines that spider webbed his kneecap. The knee was destroyed.  
“There’s a procedure that utilizes cadaver tissue to rebuild—”
“No.” The thought of a dead man’s skin inside his body was revolting. 
“When the swelling is down, we’ll replace the entire knee.”
The doctor explained, with more red lines, how they were going to enter Marcus’s knee, where they were making cuts and what materials they would use to substitute for bone and ligament. He would have an artificial knee that worked almost as good as the one he was born with. He could expect trouble as he got older, but it beat the hell out the alternative. 
“There is another option.” The doctor swiped the desktop. The red lines vanished.
Marcus’s jaws flexed. 
“You’re an ideal candidate for biomite regeneration. There have been some recent advancements in biomite knee reconstruction. The seeding is relatively painless and the results are complete within a month. We could start today, don’t even have to wait for the swelling to go down.”
Marcus took in a long breath. The doctor pretended to organize his folder.
“No,” Marcus managed to say, and that was it.
The doctor nodded. He turned the desktop off, pushed the folder to the side, and sat on a stool. Marcus let out a small sound when he unclipped the brace around his knee.
The pain lanced the fog like a spotlight.
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The room smelled like a stale armpit. 
A week of recovery, of sweating out waste, of dead skin peeling off them like burn victims, was about all Cali would take. It clung like cigarette smoke. She felt better stepping out of the shower and wrapping up in a robe. She leaned over the sink, piling a generous helping of toothpaste — compliments of Red Roof Inn — onto the bristles and scrubbed her whole mouth. The armpit was even on her tongue. 
Her spit was foamy red — blood and toothpaste. 
She pulled her lips back, spilled lines of blood over her teeth. Her finger squeaked over her gums, massaging the blood away. They had receded.
Cali stepped back, looked at her reflection. She wasn’t pasty, anymore. She opened the robe, exposed her body to the mirror, revealing saggy breasts that drooped over a series of speed bumps that were her ribs. Her pelvis jutted from her hips like brackets. No matter what she thought-commanded, the biomites weren’t putting weight back on her. 
She’d been eating, even though she wasn’t really hungry. She assumed it was just a caloric deficiency that was causing the gaunt affliction but nothing had changed. Her distress haunted her, reminding her something was wrong each time she looked in the mirror.
Another self-analysis, just to be sure.
“All right, in you go.” Cali clapped her hands. “Into the shower, young lady.”
Avery jumped on one bed; Nix lay on the other, hands folded over his stomach. “Momma,” she said, the impact of the jump bouncing in her voice. “We’re doing this game where I jump over to the other bed and… and…”
She jumped a couple times, caught her breath.
“And Uncle Nix tries to… to… grab my feet before I can get back and… and… we’re keeping score.”
“What if you hit your head?”
“No, no… he hasn’t caught me yet. I’m too fast, Momma.”
“She’s too fast?” Cali looked at her brother, his eyes closed.
“Too fast for me.”
Avery squealed with delight, bouncing almost to the ceiling. Cali pulled the towel off her head and wrangled her daughter onto the floor, kicking and laughing. She smacked her bottom as the young lady padded into the bathroom. Cali turned on the shower for her.
She dug through her bag, looking for the least gross thing to wear. Nothing had been washed in over a month. She hand-washed the t-shirts and underwear in the sink but they still seemed rank. 
The armpit contaminated everything. 
She threw on a baggy sweatshirt and shorts, nixed the underwear. She closed the bathroom door and retrieved a black kit, sitting on the bed. 
“Let me have your hand.”
“Do I have to?” Nix answered.
“Come on.”
“Use one of my toes. I can’t feel my fingertips.”
“I’ve got a baseline with her fingers, now hand it over before I pull a sample off your lip.”
He made half an effort. Cali grabbed his pinky, pressed it on a small box. A needle took a droplet. Nix pretended it hurt, sucking air through his teeth.
“Baby,” she said.
Cali set it down on the round table next to the window, the curtains drawn. All levels were exactly where she expected them to be. His nervous system was up to 60% function. Respiratory was 88%. Circulatory, 95%. Brain function was near a 100%. 
Punching all cylinders.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“How are you?”
She waited for an answer. 
“Maybe you should put that thing on your finger,” he said.
“I will. Don’t worry. You’re the only one who skirted death, so tell me how you’re feeling. Any unusual aches, pains, sensations? Anything abnormal?”
It had been a week. His recovery was unbelievable, really. She just hoped he’d survive, that she could push him out of the hotel looking halfway normal.
Still, it could all go wrong.
“Well?”
Nix shook his head. She stared, just in case he needed a little pressure to find the right answer. He folded his hands and closed his eyes. She pressed her finger on the black box and watched the readout. Her levels were better than his, just something about the brain function was a little off. It was operating at full capacity, the only difference was the anomaly in the algorithm, something that was always there as long as she could remember. She could never figure out what was missing. It was similar to Nix’s readout when he was dreaming up the lagoon.
Going there, as he put it. 
But she didn’t have a dreamland and that made her wonder if there was something the new breeds were doing that she wasn’t following. She would have preferred that they be better — stronger — but they couldn’t stay in the room any longer. 
They’d been out once. It was the second day after Nix woke up. She took him on an extended walk to the ice machine. They walked the entire floor and stopped at the end. She didn’t like being in the open for so long but the exercise was refreshing. And the view of Chicago was different from that end of the hallway. They sat for an hour. No one bothered them. 
When they returned, maid service had been through. Thankfully, nothing was out of the ordinary, nothing that would raise an alarm. She thought about switching rooms but that seemed too obvious. 
“How’s it look?” Nix asked.
“What?”
“Your analysis.”
“It looks fine. Now, I don’t want you to push it. Tomorrow morning, we’ll be walking through the lobby to get to the parking garage. I’ll go first and find the car and have it ready. Avery will go with you. If you feel weak, you can lean on her. You need to conserve your energy. That means no extracurricular activity.”
She snapped the black kit closed.
“No dreamland.”
Avery was still singing in the shower. 
Cali went to the mirror and brushed her hair. It was thinner than before. Nix lay motionless. She tried to ignore him but plopped her hand on Nix’s.
“Look, I know you miss her. I know you miss… Raine.”
The name came out sharp. She didn’t try to sugarcoat it. 
“But, I’m sorry, she’s in your mind, Nix. She’s something you constructed with thoughts, something you made up when you were little.”
She squeezed his hand.
“You’re saying she’s not real?”
Cali shook her head.
Nix nodded. He closed his eyes again. Then, a few moments later, he tapped his skull.
“I think this is a new reality, sis. I’ve no more control of her than I have over my heart beating or hair growing. She’s a part of me that lives and breathes. I think the biomites give me access to the new world.”
“Did you dream up that world?”
“In the beginning, yeah. But now, it’s just more… real.”
“But every detail you have created, right? You’ve pictured every color, every image since you were ten. You built that world with your mind.”
He didn’t answer.
“You told me it started in the doctor’s office with the poster and the waterfall, that you kept adding to it by visualizing something new. First, you made the ocean, then the forest and the fish… and then her.”
Cali touched his forehead like she was checking a fever.
“It’s all right, Nix. It’s just not real. You invented it. The only difference is that it’s inside your mind. Not out here, not in the flesh.”
He stared at her, like he was really listening. Maybe this time he would understand. This time he would believe and stop wasting time in dreamland.
“If I’m the only one that sees her,” he said, “does that mean she’s  an illusion?”
“Yes.” Cali nodded. “Sorry. Get some rest. We’ll go over things again in the morning. For tonight, get some real sleep. Promise?”
He nodded, once.
Cali opened the bathroom. The song jumped out, loud and clear.
“Enough showering. No one else in the building will have hot water.”
“Yes, Momma.”
Cali turned the shower off and dropped on the bed while Avery dried off. She flipped on the television and scouted the news stations. Still no word on their escape. She had the queer sensation that something was missing.
Couldn’t quite put her finger on it.
Maybe if she noticed the missing wheelchair, things would’ve been different.
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Every bump sent spikes through Marcus’s knee. Even in the Oxycontin-induced fog, he felt the pain. 
We don’t get many of these anymore, the nurse teased. I can’t remember the last time a doctor cut open a knee to operate, honestly. 
Honestly, he didn’t give a shit. 
He was supposed to stay another month to rehab. And while he was there, continue overseeing the case of the missing brother and sister. 
Plans changed. 
Just before surgery, his superiors informed him that Jack Parsons would be arriving to go over Marcus’s notes. Marcus could come home and recover peacefully. The day after surgery, lying in bed, mouth open, pain-sweat beading on his head like it was freshly waxed, he received the news that Internal Affairs wanted to talk to him. 
They scheduled a chat when he returned to DC.
While he was stuck in Chicago, his office had likely been raided, his interns sequestered. His records scrubbed and combed through and picked apart. Dr. Erickson, chief of biomites, probably blew the whistle, reported their conversations. The bastard probably recorded them. 
Marcus knew what would come next, he’d been part and parcel of witch trials of this sort. They would paint him as a religious sycophant bent on destroying biomite technology, that he secretly manipulated the system and caused the premature death of hundreds.
Eventually, they would say, thousands. Millions.  
They would paint that picture, they would show it to him as a warning. Go down quietly, Marcus. If you don’t, this is what you’ll see. 
Perhaps he was wrong. Maybe this was all a misunderstanding. He was good at his job. If he wasn’t, he would’ve been replaced long ago. Maybe he was just too biased to be trusted. His hatred for biomites colored his perception, tainted his thinking and actions. Truth be told, he was perfect for the job and the Secretary all the way to the President knew it. If someone was planning on casting Marcus as the goat, they would make a mistake.
He was a scrapper.                                             
They knew what he’d been doing. He managed his job with the tools they gave him. When he had to distort reality for the good of the country, he stepped up, did what needed done. 
He shook his head. 
His thoughts were getting away. Even if he felt old and broken, he was the founder of the Halfskin Laws. If he fell, a lot would follow.
He was rolled out of the hospital to wait for a car to pick him up, take him to the airport. Fly him home. His phone buzzed. He looked at the number, silenced it. His wife had nothing that he wanted to hear. He would be there by nightfall to hear it all in person. If there was one bright side to Chicago, it was the silence of his hotel room. There were no extra voices around, unless he wanted them.
Marcus watched for his driver in the downtown melee. No sign of the black Mercedes. 
But there was something interesting.
Down the street, about a block away, was a man in hospital scrubs. An orderly was pushing an empty wheelchair. Marcus watched him instead of the traffic. The man bounced his head to the rhythm of buds buried deep in his ears. Normally, Marcus would’ve silently cursed about music in the workplace, even though the man was just pushing a wheelchair. 
He didn’t notice the car pull up to the roundabout. The driver had the door open and Marcus was pushed forward.
“Hold on.” He put his hand up, eyes on the approaching orderly. 
“Hey. You.” Marcus snapped his fingers. When the orderly didn’t notice, he grabbed the nurse. “Get him.”
The nurse, hesitating, reached out and gently touched the orderly ,who pulled one of the cords from his ear. 
“Where’d you find that?” Marcus shouted over a passing truck. 
“This?” The orderly pointed at the empty wheelchair. “Got reported found. I’m picking it up and bringing it back.”
“Where?” He twisted in the wheelchair, sparks lighting up his knee. He grunted. “Where was it?”
“Red Roof said they found it in a room.” He pointed at the back of the wheelchair, where it was written, Northwestern Memorial Hospital. “Happens all the time, man. You know how much these things worth?”
The orderly waited for more questions. When there weren’t, he plugged his ear and continued on.
A certain thrill rolled through Marcus’s insides. A delicious feeling, it was. Something he was all too familiar with. A feeling he got when he was right. Or when he found treasure.
This was both.
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The taste of coffee still lingered.
Cali wished for a mint or something that would make her feel new and fresh. Something that would wash away this feeling of waste. She was certain it would be different when she escaped the room, the hotel. When they were out in the open and away from danger. That was when she would feel normal again. 
Fresh and new.
The door clicked quietly behind her. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her shirt with no lasting effect. Body odor clung to the fabric like a stain. The carpet felt spongy. She sensed the occupants of each room she passed. Most of them sleeping. A few reading USA Today. One couple was having sex. 
She smelled it. 
The lights buzzed in their sockets, throwing an iridescent glow down the hall. She passed the elevator alcove, pushed open the door to the stairs and descended, sure that someone had vomited somewhere in the long trail of treads within the last couple nights. Cali stopped at the bottom step, took a deep breath. 
Nix and Avery would stay up in the room for fifteen minutes, then come down and meet her in the parking garage. She’d have the door open, car running. She was sure he had the strength to walk normally through the lobby. She only wished she were there to help. Just in case. 
The door’s cushioned hinge resisted her initial shove. If she was superstitious, she might see that as a sign. Don’t go any further, stay in the room. But she’d been up there long enough. Cali leaned her shoulder into the red door, entered the main lobby. 
The ceiling was high, the room spacious. She stopped to collect her thoughts. She considered thought-commanding her heart rate to slow down, but adrenaline served her well. She was stressed, needed additional oxygen. She just needed a moment. A breath.
A continental breakfast room was past the desk. There were donuts and bagels, cold cereal and orange juice. Even a waffle maker. Three people were sitting at small tables, reading newspapers and chewing. The lobby was nearly as empty. A middle-aged couple and their daughter sat on a couch. Cali felt their thoughts, figured they were waiting on the grandparents. They were checked out, ready to go home.
There was one clerk at the desk and a heavy-set woman talking to her. 
Cali needed to pick up the key, that’s all. The rental people parked the car in the garage and dropped the key off at the desk. She specifically instructed them to bring it to the room but the front desk called when he left it there. Probably didn’t want to spend the extra time. No big deal, but Cali hoped her only challenge would be to walk through the lobby, unnoticed.
Now she had to talk with someone.
She queued up behind the extra large customer. Her swollen fingers gripped the counter while she ground her words through a triple chin. Her dress had faded floral patterns and a stain on the sleeve. Built for comfort.
“I did not make those charges, take them off,” the woman said.
The clerk was a tired woman in her early 30s. Her shift had ended but her replacement was running late. Way late. Nothing out of the ordinary, the prick had done that sort of thing on a weekly basis. He’d lose his job pretty soon, but not soon enough. And now she had to deal with this self-centered mountain of flesh and three pornos racked on her account.
Cali’s stomach curled. Sweat trickled down her ribs, soaked into her shirt. She couldn’t smell herself anymore, overwhelmed by the scent of baby powder that gummed the fat lady’s skin folds. Cali smelled cellulite. 
Fat woman placed her half empty soda on the counter. She looked past Cali, her breath labored, as if exhausted from breathing. Cali wanted to ask if she could just ask for the key, it would only take a second. But the fat woman — sliding her oversized glasses up her pudgy nose — wouldn’t take that kindly. And she was taking all the attention away from Cali, so she’d wait. 
She’d wait.
“Ma’am,” the clerk said. “I’ve taken the extra charges off your account. You’ll see a refund on your credit card but it won’t show up for a couple of days.”
“It better not say what was purchased. I am embarrassed to even have to ask about this. Can you imagine having movies like that?”
“I’m sorry, ma’am.” The clerk couldn’t look at the customer. She’d heard that bullshit too many times. The hotel’s policy was to refund their money, no questions asked. But the lying irritated her. Dishonesty always did.
“It’s all taken care of, ma’am. Is there anything else I can help you with?”
The clerk looked at Cali, wanting to move on.
“Yes, I’d like the name and number of your manager. I’d like to be compensated for my pain and suffering.”
“Pain and suffering?”
“Are you listening, missy? I’m embarrassed by this and I want a free room. Give me your manager’s name and number so I can call him.”
“Her.” The clerk tried to bite her tongue. “My boss is a woman.”
“Well, soooory. HER. Give me her number.” Fat lady swallowed some flat soda. “I’d like to call her. And I want your name, too. Want her to know how rude you’ve been, she’d probably want to know that. I doubt I’ll ever come back to this place again.”
Cali felt the tension winding around the clerk’s throat, her fingers poised over the keyboard, contemplating what she wanted to say. The customer, she’d seen them before, was baiting her. Say the wrong thing and get compensation and someone fired.
Sick.
Cali kept her attention on her surroundings. One of the men left the breakfast nook, carrying a Styrofoam cup of coffee. The family on the couch was watching the show at the counter. Cali moved off to the side, considered leaving, going back up the stairs. She could come back later, maybe even the next morning. The thought of spending another day in the room sank inside her like a trapped animal. 
No one paid her any attention. She didn’t see any thoughts relating to the shabby-dressed woman — the one that looked like an anorexia patient — standing in contrast to the obnoxious fat lady. Cali could wait another minute, just one more. Her hands were shaking—
Small fingers slipped between hers.
“Avery?” Cali looked down. Her daughter squeezing her hand.
“It’s all right, Momma.”
“I told you to wait with Uncle Nix.” Cali spoke quietly, her lips barely moving.
“I’m worried about you. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”
Cali listened to the clerk make a call. Listened to fat lips suck a bottle.
The people on the couch watched.
The clerk steamed.
Avery’s hand was warm and soft. Cali squeezed it, but felt something twist inside. This is wrong. This is all wrong. She shouldn’t be out here, not in front of all these people. Nix needed her.
“Honey,” she said, hissing. “I want you to go.”
The fat lady’s head turned like a heap of flesh on a spike. Her nostrils flared. She looked directly at Cali, her eyes magnified through the lenses. Avery stepped behind Cali, still holding her hand. She held her gaze for several moments, neither of them talking. Fat lady wanted to say something, she was fired up, ready to take on all comers. She thought Cali was talking to her, maybe; thought maybe Cali told her to get going. She wanted her to go, but that wasn’t what she meant.
The phone hit the cradle. “Ma’am.”
Fat lady turned. 
Cali pulled Avery around and knelt in front of her. Held her daughter’s cheeks with both hands while staying aware — remaining very aware of the couple on the couch and the two people in the breakfast nook, sensing their biomites like radar, no one else around — and whispered. “Go back to the room, darling. I’ll see you in a bit, I promise.”
Fat lady was agitated. She glanced back but the clerk held out a phone, the manager or someone with authority on the other end. Avery nodded, tears brimming.
“Why are you crying?” Cali asked.
“I’m scared.”
“Of what.”
Avery bit her lip. She did that when she was nervous. When she was little, she sometimes wet herself, now she just bit her lip. Her eyes flicked toward the hotel’s front doors but Cali couldn’t sense any active biomites, no one back there.
“I don’t want to leave,” Avery whispered.
“It’s just for a few minutes, honey. I promise. Just for a few.”
Avery danced in place. She was going to go if she didn’t settle. Cali took her hands. She heard something behind her, something that didn’t register. 
Avery stopped jumping.
Her lip popped out from between her teeth.
“I love you, Momma.”
Cali felt a cold shank of fear drive through her organs. Something was about to shift. About to change.
She sensed a phone call behind her. Someone called the authorities. 
She recognized the voice.
Marcus Anderson was at the doors, propped on crutches in all his biomite-less glory. 
“What are you doing?” he said.
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Buzzing.
A different buzz. A good one. This one potent, tight. This one powerful.
Nix sat on the corner of the bed, checked the time. A few more minutes and he’d follow. Just give her enough time to get to the garage, to get the car and be ready. He wasn’t concerned whether he could reach it or not. He was only thinking of his sister getting there. He wanted her out of this situation, far away and safe. Then he could relax. He could let go. 
In the meantime, he buzzed with anticipation. Buzzed with excitement. 
He distracted himself by running his hand over his scalp, the fuzz gripping his palm like Velcro. He missed having hair.
Nix was tempted to close his eyes, make a brief visit to the lagoon, tell Raine he was all right, that he was coming back soon. But he had promised. He had enough energy to stay there all day and be just fine, he was sure of it. His legs were wound springs. But he promised he wouldn’t. After that morning, he could go all he wanted. He needed to get through the morning.
He thought about what she said. She never liked his dreamland. When he was little, she restricted how long he could go. She was probably right because, if she let him, he’d close his eyes and stay there for days.
Maybe never come back.
Yeah, she was probably right.
But she was wrong about the reality. Raine wasn’t just some thought that seemed real. He was sure of it. She wasn’t a construct of his mind. He had a theory that the biomites manipulated reality, that they were able to take her from the vapor of another reality and spin her into existence where only he could see her. Where only he could go. The biomites were some sort of portal into a new dimension, something that made dreams reality. That maybe the human body was just a garden to grow the mind. Once it was mature, it existed somewhere else.
Dreamland.
He wasn’t deluded, he knew the difference between one reality versus the next. Knew when he was in the lagoon, when he was in the flesh.
He checked his appearance in the mirror. His stomach tumbled like broken glass. There were still blotches on his cheeks but the peeling had stopped. His eyebrows looked close to normal but the eyelashes were lacking. At least he wasn’t lugging the ring around his neck. A hairless teenager would certainly be easy to pick out in a hotel lobby. 
“All right.” He checked his breath in his cupped hand, not sure why. “It’s time. Let’s go.”
 
The buzzing energy turned to ice water, filling Nix’s legs. 
He wasn’t as strong as he thought. Or maybe it was nerves. Whichever, he stood at the bottom of the stairwell, his hand on the red door. Breathe, breathe. And think.
He wished he could see outside, know what was coming. He closed his eyes, the buzz crawling over his scalp and tingling like millipede legs. He sensed spots of activity around him, like a field of snowy static where lumps of density could be felt. This was what Cali was talking about, using the new breeds like scanners. Nix had focused on George, manipulated his biomites, but this was like an electronic net that plugged into multiple people. He was a virus that could watch and feel all the players in the field. 
Most of the spots were quiet and pulsing. One of them, though, was bright and spiky. His hand slid across the door like he was feeling for direction. This one spot was big and dense. 
Agitated. 
Disturbed. 
Cali should be in the garage. That couldn’t be her.
She wouldn’t still be there. 
But then he heard her. This wasn’t in his head, he heard his sister’s voice beyond the door. It was shrill, calling a name.
Nix pushed the door open.
A large woman was at the counter, the clerk on the other side. Cali was gone, but the disturbance was coming from somewhere around those people. That was what he felt. Maybe he imagined what he heard. Maybe his panic manifested as his worst nightmare: Cali searching for Avery in public. 
She wasn’t out there. She wasn’t in the lobby. But the people weren’t moving, they were looking at something. Nix moved toward them. As he came around, he saw her. She was on her knees. 
This time, he heard her.
She was calling. Panic strapped her voice, making it tight and piercing. She was calling out for Avery. Over and over, she slung her daughter’s name out.
In public.
She was looking for Avery in public, in front of others.
Her eyes wide, filled with blankness. She didn’t see him coming. Couldn’t see anything. Her lips trembling, spilling a name over and over. Over and over.
Nix ran to her.
He reached down, picked her up. He wrapped his arms around his sister, like she’d done so many times with him. She shivered with fear, her skin on fire. He closed his eyes, tried to connect with his sister, send a thought, soothe her panic.
“Don’t move,” a man said.
Nix ignored it. 
He sent an image to his sister’s mind, tried to reestablish an illusion that would keep her from falling completely apart. Tried to make her believe that Avery was standing next to them.
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Impossible. 
Marcus tried not to smile. 
A man of his stature, with his power, should not smile like a child. The odds were long that he’d find them at the hotel, but he had a feeling. He believed that God graced him with senses beyond the ordinary. He always had a gut feeling that told him when good things were about to happen. Something turned in his stomach, felt like a shot of sugar, straight to his veins. He sat in the back of the car, watching the city street pass by.
With a smile.
The black Mercedes rolled to a stop. The driver ran around the front of the car, opened the back door. He reached inside, set up a pair of crutches and helped Marcus out. The whole incident took five minutes.
Marcus waved the man off, told him to wait in the car. He’d be right out.
He didn’t know what he was looking for. He needed to call it in, let those on the case handle it. It was a long shot, probably nothing. It happens all the time, the nurse told him on the way to the car. Hotels get a reward for returning hospital property. 
Nonetheless, it wouldn’t take much to just look, ask a few questions. He didn’t know what was driving him. He hated loose ends. If he was honest, he hated losing. They beat him. Made him look like a fool. He wasn’t sure, just yet, how much they’d taken from him. It could be everything. 
That was why he looked. 
One step inside the lobby—
THERE.
An intoxicating fire, his heart pumped full of fuel, his veins surged with pure joy, the Blood of Christ…
She was there. 
She was in the lobby.
She was on her knees, begging forgiveness. Her sins weighed heavily, pressing her to supplicate right there in front of the witnesses, to cleanse her soul. She felt her redeemer coming, she knew Marcus was there, at the door.
She was ready for him.
Cali Richards had reaped the harvest. She had been to hell. She had withered to a faint shadow of a woman, the complexion of a prisoner. The color of death. The drab misery of guilt surrounded her like a toxic cloud.
Marcus moved slowly. He didn’t want to scare her, not until he made his call. He speed-dialed one of his guys, spoke softly, calmly, never taking his eyes off her. Cali turned her head. First, she looked up, as if listening. Then she looked directly at Marcus. 
“What are you doing?” he said.
Her eyes widened.
White, all around.
“It’s over.” Marcus held out his hand, stop-sign. “It’s over, don’t run.”
She didn’t move. 
He wasn’t sure if she was breathing. He didn’t feel the air shimmer, didn’t feel the pulse strike the others but saw them simultaneously flinch. A fat lady turned around. A clerk dropped a pen.
People on the couch stood up. An old man and young kid entered, stood stone-still. The old man held a bagel.
Marcus adjusted the crutches, backed up a step. He wanted the driver to come inside. He couldn’t leave, couldn’t turn or call. But he needed someone in there, someone on his side.
“Avery?” Cali’s head shook. She scuffled around the big woman, grabbed her grubby dress to move her, like she was hiding something.
Marcus cocked his head. He knew the name. He knew her file, her history. Her family.
Her tragedy. 
“AVERY!” she cried, on her hands and knees. She was calling out her daughter’s name.
Her appearance reflected her mind. Undone.
She was calling for her daughter. The woman’s eyes were wide, crying out the name, over and over. 
Marcus raised his hand, again. Forcefully, he called the woman’s name. He got her attention and delivered the message, one that would slap her back to reality.
“Your daughter!” he shouted, cutting through the thickness. 
She stopped.
“Your daughter is dead.”
Frozen, again. 
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He’s a demon.
Her daughter was there, holding her hand — the warmth still lingering — and now she was gone. She was nowhere. And she couldn’t feel her. Avery was an independent girl, but Cali could always feel her. That’s what struck her in the gut, scraped her brain and stretched her nerves. Turned her into a blank slate. 
She’s gone.
Cali felt it. Her daughter was gone.
She sat there, slumped on her knees, throwing her mind out to find her. Her awareness crawled through the lobby, out into the halls. It seeped into the rooms. She sensed waking minds and sluggish bodies. She felt their thoughts and knew their intentions. And none of them — NONE OF THEM WERE HER. 
She shouted.
She wanted her back. A hole had opened inside her, where she used to be. The love she gave, the warmth and tenderness borne from her womb. She wanted her back.
I’m a bad mother. 
“Avery!”
Bad mother!
Cali shoved the fat woman aside, crawled around her.
“AVERY!”
Marcus Anderson was saying something.
She felt him stiffen. Smelled his doubt. His fear tanged the back of her tongue like acid. She couldn’t feel him, couldn’t read him and his biomite-free body. He was invisible to her new breeds, but she sensed his body. And it was weak. 
And she hated him.
Perhaps if he didn’t hold up his hand, if he didn’t say the next thing on his mind, things would’ve been different. Something dreadful would’ve happened. Cali wouldn’t just be a bad mother… she would’ve hurt him, permanently.
“Your daughter…” he said… the words slurring in slow motion, his lips delivering the truth like a surgeon’s blade… he said… “is dead.”
Dead.
Dead.
DEAD.
Everything is dead.
The world is cold and empty and dead. 
The world is useless. 
Bad mother.
Cali didn’t see anything. Felt nothing. She saw shapes but didn’t recognize them. 
Heard sounds but didn’t know them.
Her world was dead. 
It was all dead.
She felt something shift, something move. Something wrap around her, lift her. Her feet were wooden paddles, rocks scraping the earth. Legs were logs, arms were twigs. Cali didn’t recognize her body or the one embracing her. She felt nothing. 
She knew nothingness but the blizzard of static that frayed reality.
Until.
A soothing presence moved through her, eased the dullness, lightened her heart. Filled her mind.
Until she could see.
See the boy next to her.
“What’s happening?” she asked her brother. 
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They could run. 
Marcus didn’t have a weapon. There would be nothing he could do. 
But it wouldn’t matter, it would just be a matter of time, now. The federal agents had downloaded the latest effects of the last episode, knew what to look for if they were influenced by Cali, knew when to call for help, hopefully blocking any attempts. At worst, they could hunt them down, wear them out, if they ran.
But they weren’t running.
The woman was a sobbing mess. Reality came down hard. The table on which she rested her life just had the legs kicked out and parts and pieces that made sense to her had been scattered. She reaped what she sowed. She used the biomites to delude herself, to make believe her daughter existed, had never died.
Now look at her.
Look at her, coming undone. Her mind frayed, the seams dissolving. Perhaps she would shut herself off, now that she saw the lies. The self-inflicted lies.
Marcus stood vindicated in the hotel lobby. There, in front of him, was the proof on which he based his argument. Give humans too much power over life and they abuse it. We are children of God. We can’t make those decisions for him. We can’t decide when to die, how we should look, how we should think… we can’t BRING BACK THE DEAD!
It doesn’t work that way.
We’re human. We have limitations. 
We’re imperfect.
Repent.
For some, perhaps, it was too late. Perhaps not.
Marcus said, “Son—”
“Shut up!” the kid snapped. “SHUT UP!”
The room fell silent. Except for Cali’s sobs, coming in quiet waves. Nix whispered things to her, things a mother would say to a child, things to comfort her. She probably didn’t hear them, but she felt them. She was no longer hysterical.
“What do you know about us? About her? What she’s been through. You can pull the file and read about her, interview others, listen to what they say… but you got no clue what she’s been through. No idea what it’s like.”
Cali blubbered something. Her face, buried on his shoulder, her words underwater. The kid didn’t understand, he just patted her head, went shhhhhh, like that would make her sane. 
He knew the score. She was a goner. Marcus had seen people go over the edge. That was it, right there.
They weren’t going anywhere.
“Police are coming,” Marcus said. “We’ll get you help, kid. We’ll get your sister help.”
Long pause. Cali quieted down.
Nix drew a sidelong glance in his direction. “Help? Is that what you call it?”
“It’s what’s right.”
“What gives you the right to decide?”
Something twisted. “Look at her. She’s an abomination. Her systems are failing. She’s crashing.”
“You don’t know what hell is, Mr. Anderson. You don’t think you’d reach for a cure if hell came to your life, but you would. When you’re ground down to the bone, you’d reach.”
“She thinks her daughter is alive, kid. That’s not helping.”
“She did the best she could. She could only take so much, she broke down.”
“Life is like that.”
“Then don’t deny her the chance to fix it.”
“She didn’t fix it. We all die. That’s how it works. None of us have the right to live forever.”
“Some die before others.”
“Always been that way. God only knows.”
Marcus shifted his weight. Pain throbbed through the medicated dullness. Sweat was breaking on his forehead. The room, closing in. He needed to get off his feet but wasn’t about to move, not until someone else was there.
A siren called in the distance. Not long. It would be over soon.
It was so quiet inside the lobby. The witnesses hadn’t moved. They appeared catatonic. The family on the couch sat and stared. The fat lady stood behind Nix and Cali like a faded floral mountain of flesh, breathing through her mouth. Eyelids drooping.
Something beeped. It came from behind the counter. The clerk held the phone near her shoulder, staring like the others, the sound of a repeated beeping telling her to hang up. Marcus looked around like he might see what happened to them, like the marionette strings lay on the floor.
“What did you do to them?” he said.
“Afraid?” Nix answered. “You’re outnumbered.”
“You sold your soul, kid. Don’t take them with you. They haven’t done anything.”
“What’s it matter? You’ll be flipping the switch on them tomorrow or the next day, maybe next year. It’s just a matter of time before you visit them.”
“Is that what you think, kid? You’re some kind of victim?”
“I did nothing wrong. Maybe it’s the rules that are wrong. We’re not hurting anyone by existing.”
“You’re hurting everyone.” Marcus wobbled forward, pain radiating up his thigh, dampened by anger. “You people are the first step to the end. Change is slow, kid. Biomites are going to eat up humanity if we don’t do something. We’re going to give our flesh — our God-given bodies — to satisfy our desires. No, you’re not hurting anyone, not now. You’re not hurting anyone’s feelings or breaking any bones, you’re just the first step in the extinction of the human race.”
“You don’t know that.”
“It’s common sense, kid. It’s logic. You’ve given into your weakness, letting sin live your life.”
“You don’t know what we’re supposed to become, Mr. Anderson. Maybe we’re supposed to become this, we were given a brain to develop technology, to hone our bodies, to improve our lives, to develop our minds. Maybe we’re something more than this… this skin… and maybe biomites are the bridge to another world. Maybe it’s supposed to be that way.”
“You’re talking about heaven.”
“No. You don’t know why we’re here or what happens when we die, no one knows that. NO ONE DOES!”
“To become that?” Marcus nodded at Cali. “Is that it?”
“She’s not perfect. Neither are you.”
“You were made in the image of God. Only the devil tinkers with that.”
“I’m human.”
“Half.”
“That’s right.” The siren was louder. “I’m half a human. But I don’t deserve to die.”
“Not everything deserves to live.”
“Who decides?”
“God does, kid.”
Cali looked around. Vacant eyes, she seemed to be seeing something else. Maybe looking for her non-existent daughter, maybe hearing her voice. Her mouth moved silently.
“It’ll be painless, kid.”
She gently pushed out of Nix’s embrace, still looking around like she was blind. Marcus stumbled backwards on the crutches, grimacing against the pain. His chest was tight and cold. He took several quick breaths. The siren rounded the corner. It was outside the building. He just needed to maintain until someone came inside, corralled these two. Then he could relax. Then it would be over.
Nix watched his sister. She didn’t go far. She faltered. A tiny sound leaked from inside, but she held steady. She didn’t run. She didn’t know where she was. This world or some other that she invented, somewhere in her mind where a little girl lived.
“It’s over,” Marcus whispered. 
Blue lights flashed through the glass doors, strobing around the walls. No one blinked. 
“I know.” Nix took his sister’s arm. “I know.”
The door opened. Someone — heavy-footed — came in behind Marcus, daring not to take his eyes off them, afraid they were just an apparition, not wanting to see them vanish. 
Everyone flinched, simultaneously.
Like a dance move, everyone listening to music in their heads. 
Marcus turned his head. The Chicago police officer had stopped behind him. He was listening to something, maybe to the inaudible voice coming through the mic attached to his shoulder. But he looked unnatural. 
Frozen.
Nix guided Cali away from them. No one noticed.
“Stop them,” Marcus said, but no one heard. The officer was mired in the same biomite trap as the rest of the idiots. He needed one of the federal agents, not a goddamn cop! These two had to be stopped. They had to be shot. 
Marcus grabbed his phone, he had to get the agents here, NOW! They would need to track them, follow by car and air until they could subdue them. Tranquilizers or electric shock could be used to overload their systems— 
That’s when the fat lady woke up.
Seconds later, Marcus’s arm was pinned behind his back. No one heard him shouting.
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Kate Farmer had trouble breathing. More so than usual.
This sort of thing always happened when she was working a deal. Doctor said her blood vessels contracted when she was under stress and seeded her with a dose of muscle-relaxing biomites that were supposed to manufacture low levels of dopamine when she was working a deal, so she wouldn’t be uncomfortable. 
She wanted those fat-eater biomites but they were too  goddamn expensive. Besides, they weren’t going to make her feel good, just skinnier. She’d been fat all her life. A hormone imbalance, doctors told her. She could get that corrected, probably didn’t cost all that much, really. She always swore that was her next seed, but then there were the iris biomites that made her eyes emerald green. Those were pretty cool. And then the hair removal biomites, the ones that made all the hair on her arms, legs, and pits fall out. That was sweet. 
Next, she’d correct the imbalance. Swear.
She’d do that to keep skinny bitches like the one behind the counter from thinking the thoughts she was thinking. Kate couldn’t read thoughts — if there were biomites for that, she’d put that at the top of her list — but, honestly, she didn’t really need to read them. She knew what people where thinking just by the look on their faces. They judged her. All skinny people judged fat ones. They didn’t know what it was like to have a hormone imbalance. I mean, Kate could gain two pounds from a vanilla wafer. What does this skinny bitch know about that?
Nothing.
Right now, Kate was all worked up. She watched those dirty movies, just didn’t feel like paying for them, they were like $15. Each. She wasn’t going to pay that. Besides, she didn’t like the look on that girl’s face.
Didn’t seem like it was worth the aggravation. Kate wiped the sweat from her upper lip, gripped the counter. She just wanted to feel good, that wasn’t too much to ask. Then that skinny bitch held out the phone, called Kate’s bluff, well that really pissed her off. And then some mental case began talking on the phone and that really wedged a bolt up her ass. She was about to turn around, tell the bony meth-head to keep it down when she noticed the lady wasn’t on no phone. Unless she had some communication biomite seed. She’d heard about those, biomites that took the place of a phone. 
She sort of forgot about the woman behind her. She was more sick than skinny, one of those people that looked diseased, like AIDS or tapeworm. She looked worse than Kate felt, and that was low. She just wanted to feel good. Not too much to ask. She was an American citizen. She had rights.
So when the warm buzzy feeling melted through her — starting at the top of her skull and pouring inside — she relaxed. Kate’s eyelids drooped in ecstasy. Whatever she was tasting, she liked. The doctor said that once her biomites synchronized with her organs and reached a certain threshold (30%, maybe) she’d feel good about everything. And this was exactly what Kate wanted. 
Good about everything.
She watched skinny girl behind the counter tapping on the keyboard, hoping she’d straighten things out. If not, no big deal. That’s what she was thinking. Kate rubbed her gums with her finger, her mouth suddenly dry.
Someone was talking.
She heard it but distantly. It was hard to hear over the sound of static, like the ocean was rolling through the lobby. Kate imagined she was standing on a boat listening to a waterfall. She’d been to Niagara Falls, that’s what it reminded her of. They were on the boat wearing slickers, touring the bottom. Wet. The sound, deafening as they neared.
Louder.
And whiter.
Voices blurred in the static. 
The skinny woman behind the counter disappeared in droplets of haze. Kate didn’t notice it so much. She had melted into a puddle of buttery joy. Dry mouth. Tingly teeth.
Lost in it.
Loving it.
And then, like the boat emerging from Niagara’s mist, she came out.
The warm buzziness faded, leaving behind a burning pit, a dry socket of emptiness. The skinny woman and the counter were gone. Kate was facing the doors and looking at some shriveled bald man on crutches. She didn’t see the boy and the woman, only the gimpy bald man. And, somehow, she knew he was responsible for her problems. He’d deprived her of the yummies.
Didn’t know why she thought that, just did. Just believed it.
Just knew that he was bad.
And that he was up to bad stuff. Like harassing that couple over there. She knew that bad baldy was pissed off at the world and harassed those good people, probably slapped the man and fondled the woman. Kate was sure of it, she remembered seeing it. And she, for one, wasn’t going to stand for it.
Kate didn’t back down.
Not when she felt like this.
When that cop walked in, she told him flat out what happened. That baldy was up to no good. He needed arrested.
And he got arrested.
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Jim Freisen was only a couple blocks from the Red Roof Inn. 
He was halfway through a shift, bored out of his skull. The call was to assist federal agents in the apprehension of a couple of halfskins. He wasn’t so sure why they didn’t just shut them down, but whatever, he answered the call. He hit the lights and moved traffic out of the way. He loved that feeling. Hit the lights and people move.
A black Mercedes was out front, driver leaning against the hood. He jumped when Jim pulled up, front bumpers nearly touching. He killed the siren, left the lights twirling. Jim called in his position. He was the first to arrive. This could be good. This could be nothing.
Surprise, surprise.
He looked through the front doors, appeared to be a standoff in the lobby. No weapons, no screaming or shouting or any sign of violence. Just people staring. He didn’t bother resting his hand on his weapon, pushing open the door.
Sand pellets.
Like he was showered with a sand storm, only they were invisible, like things driving beneath his skin, seeding his thoughts. Scenes flashed once, twice, clicking like channels changing. No one moved, nothing changed. It all looked the same, he just felt a little different about the people inside. He didn’t know any of them.
There was just a sense of danger.
Someone was up to no good.
And then a heavyset woman was there. She stepped out of the fog and raised her arm, extra skin swinging. “HE DID IT!” she screamed. “I SAW IT! THAT BASTARD ATTACKED THOSE POOR PEOPLE! I SAW IT!”
Her arm swung to Jim’s left.
There were people standing in front of a couch. A man and a woman and a young girl. They were nodding but not much else. Nodding and nodding. And then pointing where the heavyset woman had pointed. Right in front of him.
Right in front of Jim — he palmed his face, all rubbery and fat and stuffy — was a smallish man holding himself up on crutches, his right leg in a brace. He turned to look at Jim, an expression of disbelief. That’s always how they looked, though. It was always It wasn’t me, I swear. No one ever did anything.
But Jim knew, right from the start. He could feel guilt, see it on a face from a mile away. And this bastard was guilty. Gimpy or not, he’d done something and it would get sorted out.
“What are you doing?” the bald man said. He shifted away from Jim’s clasping hand. “Officer, you’ve got it wrong. Think, son. Think how you feel right now. Someone has altered your perception through the biomites—”
Jim twisted his wrist.
“No! NO!” Baldy hopped on his good leg. Pain mixed with anger, slurring his words. “Wait! Don’t move, officer. Stay here, wait for the federal agents, they’ll be here in moments, they’ll tell you what’s happening—”
Jim didn’t need to wait. He’d been a police officer for seven years. He knew how to keep Chicago safe. It started with getting self-righteous pricks off the street. These good people didn’t deserve this, that’s what he was thinking. And it sickened him to the point of rage when the heavyset woman told him what he’d done. 
The perp struggled at first, but even with two good legs he wasn’t a match for Jim. He could wrangle this guy with one hand, if needed. A little pressure on the wrist and the right twist and baldy spun right around, facing the door.
“You won’t get far!” His face turned red. The scalp was inflamed. “I WILL NOT REST, YOU HEAR ME? I WILL FIND YOU! I WILL FIND YOU!”
A little extra pressure and the man was on the move. Jim didn’t know who the hell he was talking to. He shouted at the corner of the lobby. It was empty over there. Clearly, he’d lost his mind, seeing things. Probably a biomite misfire. Jim had seen many of those over the last couple years, now it was biomite tweakers causing all the trouble. This guy didn’t look like the type, but nothing ever surprised him.
Jim got him into the back seat of the squad car as a few more cars arrived. He wasn’t going to wait to explain. He had an impulsive feeling, he needed to get this guy as far away from the hotel as fast as possible. Call it a gut feeling.
It wasn’t until he was a block away that the buzz faded. 
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“Keys.”
Nix held out his hand, staring at the clerk. She was still in a muddled state, swimming in the frayed field of static that Nix was sending. He wasn’t sure he knew what he was doing, just commanding every biomite within his range to jitter like excited atoms, disturbing their frequency, throwing them into a state of confusion.
Of static.
Including his sister.
Cali was slipping through her delusion. This day would come, Nix just always hoped they could ease into it. He expected to sit down with her and pull back the curtain a little at a time. It would be easier for her mind to accept it on its own time, but Marcus Anderson had burned the illusion to the ground, opened a trap door.
Cali was falling.
If he didn’t catch her, she might not come back.
So now she was swimming in the same fog as everyone else. A field of nowhere.
“Car keys. There’s a rental car waiting for us to pick up.”
No use. He couldn’t risk selectively lifting her from the morass without clarity returning to the others. The police officer had accepted the implanted thoughts as his own. He was ready to march the enemy out of sight. 
Nix slid over the counter, looked around, pushed papers and folders. There, a key attached to a simple fob, by the computer. He snatched it up and grabbed Cali as she began sliding against the counter.
“Come on, easy steps,” he whispered, guiding her toward the side exit that led to the parking garage. “Easy steps.”
First, get her to the car. Get her out of here.
But it needed to be quickly. Nix already felt icy weakness in his knees. His neck was stiffening under the strain of controlling all the biomites around him. The back of his eyes itched. With his arm around his sister, he ushered her as fast as he could, her feet tripping on the rug. They went past the people standing outside the breakfast room and into the hall. 
Marcus Anderson shouted his dire warning.
Nix knew that they may never live in peace. But, then again, when had life ever been peaceful?
 
 
 
 



60
 
Cali and Thomas’s first date was at the State Fair.
She answered the door and started laughing. They were wearing matching clothes. He wore a red shirt and white shorts. She wore the opposite. They looked in love.
Total accident.  
They ended the night on the ride that spun around and pressed their bodies to the inside wall. Thomas held her hand. Cali screamed and laughed. And the world went round and round, round and round. The people on the opposite wall smudged into pastel streaks and water filled her eyes and her head went round and round.
Round and round.
And Cali went round.
She was going round.
The floor dropped out of the ride, people screamed. They were stuck to the sides. Not Cali. 
She was falling.
Falling.
And there was no bottom to the ride. No end. Just a gut-dropping fall that lasted forever.
Maybe she sensed Nix holding her, guiding her along the paisley-patterned carpet and narrow hallways, through a side exit into a gray parking garage. She heard the car honk when he repeatedly pushed the fob but she didn’t recognize it as a horn or a car or anything. 
Didn’t feel the vinyl against her cheek. 
Didn’t know she curled against the back seat, fingers clawing, grasping. Trying to stop the fall, trying to cling to anything that would find solid ground.
There was no sense of leaving the dank garage or the sunlight lighting half her face or the turns or the traffic. She sensed motion but not the car’s stop and go.
Just falling.
Falling.
Until she hit something. Perhaps it was bottom. But she didn’t bounce. She went through it like a semi-solid wall, one that lacked a real foundation, lacked studs, simply shattered on impact and allowed her through to the other side.
Cali fell into the memories that she’d capped so long ago.
 
Cali knew she wasn’t special.
People suffered all over the world. They’d suffered tragedies far worse than her. But none of that eased her pain. She’d lost all the things that mattered. If her brother did not need her, she had no reason to remain in this world. There would be a painless way to escape, somewhere in the bottom of a prescription. 
But Nix needed her. 
She needed to be there for him. At least until he was an adult. It wouldn’t be fair to take everything from him, too. He didn’t deserve that. He was so much younger than her, a surprise, her parents admitted. After Cali, they had no plans for another child. They were Catholic but didn’t want the big family. They didn’t do much about birth control, so 15 years after Cali — whap — Nix was conceived.
Surprise!
Not that they regretted it. Her father always said it was like swimming in a cold pool: sometimes you just needed pushed in and the water would turn out just fine. 
They were better parents to Nix than they were Cali. She wasn’t bitter, just noticed they were more patient, less angry. More loving. She was glad to see that because Nix, he was a good kid. 
God’s first jab took them away. Cali was old enough to handle that. She was a young adult. She’d found Thomas, she’d moved out and was ready to start her own family. She had a good job and a happy home. The news of their accident was a blow. And with no extended family, Nix was welcomed into their home.
Thomas was a good substitute father. A good man. From day one, he was exactly what Nix needed. He was going to be a good father. So when Avery was born, she was perfect. And their family was perfect and all the scars were erased. They weathered the storm and were stronger. Closer. Cherished each other like no other family.
No one deserved the second blow.
Cali wouldn’t wish that on the devil.
The call came, the news delivered. She drove to the hospital, numb. She drove without seeing and hearing.
There was a funeral.
There were guests and flowers and condolences and tears.
And then there was silence. There was a gap inside her, a hole that could never be filled. A vacuum that swallowed her life. It hurt. It howled.
It ate her.
And Cali would not survive it. She could not live while dangling over a pit of fear, that any moment life could be raped and clawed from one’s clutches. That God could be so cruel. She couldn’t accept the smallness that her life had become.
There were pills. There was booze. There were mood-altering biomites that suppressed thoughts and pain. But beneath it all was the realization that all was lost. There was nothing worth living for. If not for Nix…
Cali knew about suppression therapy, that biomites could remove the memory of painful events. Research had proven that victims of tragedy resumed a normal life when trigger-memories were erased. As if they never happened. People, events, accidents… didn’t matter. It could all be gone.
Just like that.
But something was wrong with that. Cali couldn’t fathom erasing Avery from her life, as if she never existed. If she forgot about her daughter, if those precious moments were taken — her pink skin at birth, her first smile, first birthday — that would be like killing her all over again. And she couldn’t stand another loss.
Not again.
If she were not a biomite engineer, never would it have been possible. She carefully researched the idea and found no evidence of it ever being done. Perhaps it wasn’t possible. Cali wouldn’t accept that. She built a lab in the basement, used all the money left from her late parents and her dear late husband. She even took money from Nix’s trust fund — all of it — with the intention of paying him back. She just needed this first, and then everything would be all right.
Everything would be all right. Just the way it was supposed to be. She deserved that. God couldn’t take whatever he wanted. She would be proof. The Richards family might not be impervious, they might not be strong…
But they were smart.
And Cali coded a strain of biomites with memories of her daughter. It wasn’t all that difficult, really. She simply planned to erase the memory of her daughter’s death and then ran the memory erasure in reverse for her revival. Avery would live just like Cali imagined she would. She would be a perfect little girl.
Cali would see her. She would feel her.
And she would have her daughter back. 
On the day she prepared to seed herself, she considered not telling Nix. She was afraid he would be a voice of reason, convince her it was a bad idea. Somewhere, she knew this. But she’d run out of options. Desperation is a convincing drink.
Nix didn’t say anything. He listened and nodded. 
Perhaps he knew there was no use; she’d made up her mind. Perhaps, like an alcoholic’s wife, he just wanted to see the pain go away. He’d seen her wither, listened to her weep. He watched his sister’s life shrivel to a dried husk. 
And he wanted her to live, too.
Maybe, deep down, he knew this was a bad idea. But he was drinking from the same well, tainted with desperation.
He would support her delusion.
He watched her descend into the basement, close the door behind her. He waited for her upstairs while Cali, cheeks wet, pressed the cold tip of the seeder against the base of her skull while she thumbed through photos of her daughter.
Touched the trigger.
And darkness was no more.
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Nix had no idea what the car looked like or where it was. Luck, for once, was on his side. The taillights lit up ten stalls away: a white Ford Focus. He wasn’t sure he could reach it if it were any further. 
He couldn’t focus on Cali anymore, couldn’t keep her biomites in whiteout, not without completely exhausting himself. Rubber scuffed over the concrete; Cali’s shoes pointed behind her.
Nix stumbled into the back door. He rested a moment, out of sight from passing cars. He checked her breathing. It was shallow and slow. Completely unconscious.
Good. 
Maybe her new breeds put her to sleep. 
A horn echoed in the enclosure, shocking him back into action. He opened the door and pushed her into the back. No one would see her. She could sleep. 
She could forget.
Nix sat in the driver’s seat for a minute. Back in the lobby, everyone would return to normal. Confusion would reign, memories obscured and illogical. Eventually, someone would show up and figure out what happened. Someone would come looking for them.
Marcus Anderson would.
Nix started the car. He could barely feel the pedals. 
He drove carefully out of the parking garage, took a right at the exit and waited for the GPS to show him the nearest Interstate. A police car flew past. His knuckles turned white, palms slick on the wheel. He snuck a peek in the rearview, watched the cruiser’s taillights ignite and felt a cold twist in his belly before it turned the corner. 
The GPS’s voice was female. At the next stoplight, she said, turn right.
 
Somewhere on I-64 South, Nix pulled into a rest stop and parked far from the other cars. 
He was starving. 
And tired. The adrenaline wore off. He had to pinch his legs to stay awake at the wheel. He needed coffee but had no money. The car had half a tank of gas and it would get them through Indiana but after that…
He got out and stretched his legs. Cali hadn’t moved much. Occasionally, her nails would scratch against the seat like she was trying to claw her way into the trunk. That much told him she was alive. He wanted to open the door, listen to her breathe, feel her pulse. It would look like he was hauling a dead body. 
The driver’s seat was still warm. He reached over the seat and pushed two fingers against her neck. Still warm. Still beating. 
Still alive. 
He got back on the Interstate. They had another three or four hours worth of gas. 
 
Lexington, Tennessee.
Cali sat up.
Nix’s eyes flicked from the road to the mirror, waiting. And waiting. Her face, still haunted by weight-loss. Cali’s expression was foggy, at best. She didn’t seem to look at anything, in particular. Just sat there. Nix just drove. 
“We’re going to need gas,” he said. 
He didn’t know what else to say. That was the most important thing on the list, at the moment. Stranded on the side of the road was a losing strategy. But Cali didn’t respond. Her expression didn’t change. She stared into space. Maybe she didn’t hear him. Nix drove another couple miles.
“We need food,” she said.
Nix didn’t rush his response, sensed she was processing things slowly. “We need money,” he finally said.
Her head turned side to side, as if listening. “Next exit,” she said.
He thought about asking what next, how they were going to pay for anything. They couldn’t use a credit card. Nix, for one, didn’t even have a wallet. He wasn’t sure if Cali had anything in her bag. Camping in a farmer’s field and eating corn wasn’t going to last long.
The next exit was ten miles. There was no conversation. Cali looked no less foggy. Nix was dizzy from looking at the road to the mirror. The car rolled into a Sunoco with a Subway and stopped at one of the tanks. He threw it in park.
Cali’s hand rested on the door handle. “I’ll be right back.”
Nix watched her methodically walk inside, like a sedated mental patient. He kept track of her through the glass wall as she walked down the aisles. He lost her somewhere on the other side. Minutes went by. He thumbed the steering wheel, debated on going in. 
He took a deep breath, envisioned her laying on the floor and the clerk calling 911 and the police arriving— 
Never should’ve let her go in alone.  
He grabbed the door handle. The parking lot smelled like sour beer. One foot on the pavement—
Cali pushed the door open. 
It wasn’t a straight line she walked, but she made it to the car. She tossed a plastic bag of food inside the car and fell in the backseat. Her head tilted back, eyes falling shut. “Fill it up.”
“With gas?”
“There’s $30 on the pump.”
He didn’t bother asking how or where the food came from. No one was coming out shouting about a robbery. Nix just filled the tank. When he turned around, Cali was asleep. There was an apple in her hand, a single bite notched out of it. Nix checked her breathing, just to be sure. Then he drove off shoving candy bars and bananas in his mouth, washing it down with water. 
Cali slept until they reached the mountains.
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Marcus was one of the first to board.
The airline assistant wheeled him down the gateway to the plane. The stewardess smiled and tried to help. He just wanted her to get the hell out of the way. He managed to find his first-class seat, sweating through the pain, without bending his leg. There was just enough leg room to lay it out straight. 
He sat back searching for refuge in the painkilling haze. Found none. The ache consumed his entire body, pushing into his thoughts like a sliver. He couldn’t sleep, couldn’t get comfortable. Just in it. No escape.
“Can I get you a pillow?” the stewardess asked.
He nodded. 
The police officer that arrested him came to his senses about a block from the hotel. At first, he just slowed down. Marcus had been wedged into the backseat with his hands cuffed. He couldn’t lean one direction or the other without twisting his knee.
“Turn around!” Marcus shouted through the agony. 
The car slowed. It finally stopped in the middle of the street. No lights, no siren. Just stopped right in the middle of traffic. His mind was trying to find solid footing. Maybe he remembered nothing or just couldn’t put the pieces together, whatever it was, he was stuck.
“Officer,” Marcus said, “there are two fugitive halfskins that made you believe I accosted people back at the hotel and filled you with a sense of urgency to get me out.”
Marcus had to adjust his leg.
“I am a federal agent. I need you to turn the car around and return to the hotel. Everything will be explained.”
The officer looked in the back seat, observed the leg and the clothing. Marcus locked eyes with him. 
“Reach into my jacket, look at my wallet.”
Five minutes later, they were back at the hotel. Federal agents and police officers were already at the scene. Someone found a hotel wheelchair for Marcus. Despite getting off his feet, the pain was intolerable. He remained long enough to hear from the witnesses.
They remembered nothing.
No one saw the woman and boy, had any recollection of them entering or exiting. No evidence they even stayed there. All of them described the same experience as the police officer that hauled Marcus down the street.
White static.
The plane began to taxi.
Marcus’s phone buzzed. His wife was calling. He punched the ignore button. He talked to her earlier that morning. The plane was fully boarded. A small woman sat next to him. She plugged her ears with headphones and opened her laptop, didn’t even say hi. His kind of travel companion. As the plane taxied out of the terminal, Marcus’s phone buzzed again.
He put it to his ear.
“How’s the knee?” the Secretary asked.
“Wonderful. I’ll be landing in a couple hours.”
“Good. I’m sure Janine will be glad you’re home. I read your report.”
There was a long pause, like he was still thumbing through it. Marcus submitted a detailed report of the hotel incident that morning. If there were plans to cut him out of the loop, that report would highlight his importance.
“A little over the top, Marcus. A bit hysterical.”
“Sir, you’ll need to turn off your phone,” the stewardess said. The woman next to Marcus closed her laptop and laid her head back, eyes closed.
“Nothing about this is hysterical,” Marcus said. He cupped his mouth over the phone and spoke low. “We’re talking full-scale vulnerability, if this gets out. Do you know how long it will take information of this type to go viral? There are garage hobbyists that can code designer biomites if they get the right protocol. They can seed themselves. They’re all looking for a way to get out of M0ther’s radar.”
“This sounds more like an anomaly. It’s happened before, someone gets lucky, finds a new frequency and M0ther cues in on it. They’ll be back online within weeks, Marcus. I don’t want you releasing anything to the press, nothing that will shake the public’s confidence. This will take care of itself.”
“No.”
“I hope you’re not refusing a direct order.”
“I’m saying no, this will not blow over. Trust me on this, this is big. We cannot sit back and let this solve itself. I want my staff doubled and put on full priority. I’ll need to monitor all Internet chatter, track if she’s leaking out her discovery. And, if we find them, we’ll be able to access their biomites, find out what she did—”
“Sir? You need to shut your phone off.”
Marcus held up a finger. The stewardess lost her happy face. 
“I’m not sleeping until this over.”
He hung up, turned off. Held the phone up so the stewardess could go on her way, before others started looking and staring. Marcus stared at the wall in front of him the entire flight. The pain kept him awake. But that was good. 
He didn’t want to sleep.
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Cali ate the last chunk of cantaloupe, chewing slowly. Let the juice fill her mouth before swallowing. She sat back, looked off the veranda at the view of the mountains, remembering something someone once said.
Sour makes sweet. 
She’d had plenty of sour, to the point she didn’t taste the sweet. But now, one chunk at a time, she savored the release of sticky goodness. She’d been sitting at the table since the kitchen opened, one of the first to arrive. The morning was cool, nipped her cheeks. She held a coffee cup with both hands just below her chin, the steam on her cheeks. The sun came up as a hot coal beyond the valley, throwing shadows over the verdant turf as it fought through the low lying clouds. 
It was her idea to stop in North Carolina. 
We’re far enough, she said, from the back seat. Find the Asheville exit. 
Nix didn’t argue. Exhaustion had depleted him. But when she told him to find the Grove Park Inn, he threw a fit. Too public, he said. Need to find a dive, somewhere crack dealers sleep. 
Trust me.
She remained in the backseat while they drove another hour in silence. It was dark by the time they found the Inn. Nix wasn’t surprised there was a room waiting for them, didn’t ask how she’d done it. Maybe he was too tired. 
He fell on the bed, asleep. Cali stayed up. She pulled open the curtains and sank into a cushioned chair, watching the stars pop out of the sky. To anyone watching, she looked like someone enjoying the view but it was quite the opposite. Inside, she was surfing the Internet, playing the information on her mind’s eye. It was effortless, like a second language. She’d never need a computer again. Currently she was using the hotel’s wireless Internet connection but soon she’d set up a Verizon account under a false name and configure the new breeds to behave like a cell phone. She’d have access at all times.
She was thinking like a computer, speaking a binary language. She placed the reservation at Grove Park Inn long before they reached it. She went back to Hertz Rental Car and deleted all records of the car they were driving. Not only had it not been leased to a customer at the Red Roof Inn, it never existed. No one would ever look for a white Ford Focus. 
And the ATM at the gas station? She simply withdrew from the last customer’s account. 
It was stealing, she was aware. And guilty. But she wouldn’t continue. Just until they were settled and could create new identities. New lives. Make their own money. It shouldn’t be hard.
They spent two days in the room, mostly sleeping. It took awhile to get back to normal.
Or as close to normal as Cali could get.
It was the third morning that she went to the veranda and ordered cantaloupe. Nix woke up about 10:00. Cali sensed it. She followed his movements to the bathroom as he looked for her. She sent a thought.
[Come for breakfast. You’ll love the view.]
He wasn’t thrilled she was hanging out in public, but the tone of the thought gave him hope. She had teetered on the edge of an emotional abyss for days. There was still sadness in her voice, desperation in her thoughts. She could work through her realization.
Surviving was the first step.
Nix sat down across from her, a plate of eggs and bacon waiting. He was hungry but stopped and looked to gauge her condition. When she nodded, he filled his mouth. He was halfway through the food before saying anything.
“Why are we out here?” he asked.
“No one knows us. And no one is looking for us. The incident never really became a story. The feds are keeping this one quiet.”
“Someone’s looking.” Another bite of eggs. “He’s looking.”
Cali blew across her coffee. Marcus Anderson would always be looking. She would be proactive on that front. She needed something to convince him they weren’t worth the effort. They weren’t hurting anyone.
They just wanted to be left alone. 
“He’ll stop,” she said.
“How do you know?”
“I know.”
She didn’t mean to say it like that, it was just… she didn’t have a whole lot of space for emotions, she was quick to snap. There was still a lot to sort out.
She sipped. He ate. 
Truth was, she didn’t know a lot of things. There were no easy avenues. There was much grief to process, she couldn’t just turn off the thoughts and hope it would go away. She needed to feel the depth of her loss, grieve for the loss of a beautiful daughter and wonderful husband. The loss of so much. And the guilt for, once again, surviving when so many didn’t.
So much work to do.
But, for now, there was waking up. There was her brother pushing the plate away and downing a glass of orange juice. His eyebrows had returned along with an inch or so of hair on his head. There was even the hint of whiskers. Just an eighteen year old boy. A hungry one. A healthy one.
That’s all she wanted.
“Thank you,” she said.
He slid an empty glass onto the table, wiped his mouth. “For what?”
She nearly smiled. “I asked a lot from you, when I built the illusion of… Avery.”
Her name was a lot harder to say than she expected. She pinched herself for showing emotion like that in public. Like that in front of Nix. Not now. Not yet.
“You still supported me, even though you knew it was wrong.”
Nix folded his hands on his lap. He looked out across the mountains. There were no tears, no glassy eyes, but his voice was weak. “I miss her, too.”
She almost lost it, hid her quivering bottom lip in the coffee cup. She sniffed, held it together. Didn’t want to make a scene, not that anyone would recognize them. If she opened that gate, it would be difficult to close. 
Cali didn’t have to pretend Avery was there, she didn’t have to remember that she had died while she spoke to the illusion.
Nix did.
“It hurts, brother,” she whispered.
“I know, but I like you better this way.”
They studied the view. Drank more coffee. Nix ate another breakfast. When they were ready to go, Cali put the bill on the room that would be erased before they left. But they would stay a bit longer. 
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The office doors were wide open.
It wasn’t that Marcus didn’t close them, he just didn’t lock them. The kids hit them like piledrivers, launching the doorknobs into the bookshelves as the hinges groaned. William, Andrew, and Clifford chugged into the office single file, like a juvenile train on a mission to see their daddy.
“Ho!” Marcus threw up his hands like stop signs. “Slow down there, boys!”
They lined up at the corner of the grand desk, snickering. Marcus pulled at the edge of the laptop, turning the screen away from them. Not that they knew what any of it meant. It was just habit. 
“Now, one at a time,” he said. “What do you want?”
They didn’t want anything, really. Half-dressed on a Saturday, the boys wondered what their daddy was doing. And to see if they could use his wheelchair. That was the deal. When he was sprawled out on the bed, they could take turns running each other up and down the hallway if — and only if — the housekeeper was there to supervise. Marcus was supposed to be walking on his reconstructed knee, not pampering it with the wheelchair. 
The physical therapist could kiss his ass.
William started off with, “Sir, uh…” 
Marcus’s leg was still braced and stuck straight out, supported by the wheelchair’s bracket. William nervously pinched at his dad’s big toe. It tickled, but the young man’s cold fingers felt good. 
“Sir,” he started, again, “can we use the wheelchair, please?”
“Does it look like I’m using it?”
They nodded, straight-faced. They were old enough to interpret their dad’s expression correctly. It was not time to play. 
“Have you done your chores?”
“Yes, sir,” the three of them said.
“Good. Brushed your teeth?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, do it again. Teeth can’t be too clean.”
They didn’t really need to brush their teeth, he just ran out of things to say. Their faces slumped. Even William’s.
“Tell you what, I’ll let you take the chair for a ride after lunch.”
He patted Clifford on top the head, stiffly.
They cheered. Ariel, the housekeeper, corralled them before they stormed out. They weren’t going to brush their teeth. No big deal. Ariel closed the doors behind her, without having to be asked. Too bad she didn’t lock them.
He turned the sound up on the TV, waiting to hear a story on Cali and Nix. So far, there was none. They’d done a good job keeping it away from the press. He needed to give his staff a bonus, made his life easier, gave him time to make sure this never happened again. 
Once he had some documents prepared and had his team ready, he could make a convincing argument for new halfskin thresholds. Clearly, they were waiting too long to detain and observe. He would propose detainment start at 30%, perhaps a weekend check-in arrangement. Extreme, yes. Some would argue it was the beginning of a new age holocaust, but cancer has to be cut out to be cured.
Marcus knew how to bargain. Start high. His proposals  would strike fear in the biomite industry, force them to slow down, force them to conform to the government’s regulations. There had to be a precedent, that anyone tinkering with biomite transparency would be dealt with swiftly and firmly. There would be no compromise.
Marcus would not rest until Cali and Nix were apprehended, until he had their biomites analyzed. Until those outlaws were shutdown.
That’s a promise.
Part of his proposal would include an increase in his operating budget to expand his staff. More agents trained for this sort of confrontation. Also, research to develop biomite resistance to outside influence. Ideally, they needed more purists like Marcus, but he was a realist. They wouldn’t have many candidates to choose from if that was the requirement. Besides, if he was honest, the enhancement of biomite-seeded agents was nice. His men were stronger, faster and smarter. Hypocritical, sure. He chose to fight fire with fire, as long he wasn’t the one getting burned.
And when Cali and Nix were located and detained — not if, but when — he would know the exact coding that knocked them off of M0ther’s map. They would have that and that, he knew, would sway his superiors more than anything. Invisibility was something that should be reserved for the government. 
He’d already arranged for global scanning of facial recognition and personal asset activity. So far, Cali and Nix had completely abandoned their house, bank accounts, automobile… everything. He didn’t expect them to come back. But Cali’s hallucinatory re-creation of her daughter proved a lapse in judgment. He hoped, on the outside chance, they’d make that one swipe of a credit card, that one withdrawal that would give them a lead. 
The doorknob turned. Marcus was about to shout at the kids. He’d make them go outside and play if they came asking again, but his wife stepped inside. He preferred that she knock before marching inside, but it was her house, too. Janine dropped a stack of papers on the desk. 
“I need you to sign these.”
 “What is it?”
“Refinancing on the house. Remember? We talked about this a few months ago.”
He flipped the top page. “I’ll read them later.”
“Just sign, Marcus. I’ve already been through them.”
He never signed anything without reading, even those contracts that came with software where you just click the box and hit OK. He read those, too. Even if his wife said she read the papers and said it was all right, he read them.
“How’s the knee?” she asked.
“Better.”
“Have you done your exercises?”
“This morning.”
She waited, hands on hips. No make-up, just frumpy sweatpants and a loose t-shirt that jiggled without a bra. She looked heavier. Each inhalation pressed her nipples against the fabric. Marcus looked back at the papers.
The laptop sounded off with an email. He itched to look.
“I’ve got a conference call in ten minutes with a congressman that’s interested in hearing what I’d like to propose. I promise, right after that, I’ll go through these and sign them.”
Janine deflated, dropped her chin on her chest. Her gut pushed out. She was preparing to launch a verbal attack. He’d seen that posture before, she was just lining up the words like bullets. She gazed out the bay window. 
Here it comes. 
“What’re you doing?” was all she said. 
He waited for the rest. Instead, she looked at him. Her brow was not stiff, lips not thin. There was nothing there, no expression at all. Like she’d given up, maybe. 
A cold quiver stabbed him.
“What do you want?” He threw his hands up. “You want me to stop working, is that what you want? This isn’t a 40-hour a week job, Janine. I don’t punch a clock, I can’t just take off when I feel like it. You don’t even know what the hell happened, but I can promise you I can’t leave it on the desk for tomorrow so I can watch William hit a home run or Alexander ride his bicycle with no hands. The world depends on me, Janine. On me.”
He thumbed his chest, a reminder of whose career ranked higher. 
“Everything depends on me, right now, Janine. You have no idea. So have Ariel watch the kids. That’s why we pay her.”
Janine didn’t move. Still expressionless, she listened. Even looked like she was holding her breath. A series of nods were the first sign that she’d even heard him. She turned around, hands still planted on her hips, and paced away. Marcus, silently, thanked his good fortune. He glanced at the email icon in the corner. He reached for the mouse.
Janine didn’t leave the office. She faced the bookshelves near the exercise bicycle, looking up. Thinking. This was unusual for her. Too passive. Was she giving up? 
He opened the email. It was short. He read it twice, not understanding. 
I can find anything. Leave us alone. 
He didn’t recognize the username, CNN, no one in his address book that he could remember. He didn’t subscribe to that liberal news outlet and it was certainly no one he corresponded with. He had a very good spam filter but occasionally one would slip through. This one had an attachment, something he certainly wouldn’t open. The pointer hovered over the trash icon. He looked at the username again. 
CNN.
C and N. 
The attachment was an .AVI file. 
He downloaded it through virus protection. It came up clean. 
Janine was still there, still thinking. Still quiet. Still looking up.
Marcus opened the video file. 
At first, he was confused. He looked at Janine, then over her head at the books on the top shelf, then back to the video. 
Finally, connecting the dots.
Marcus turned the sort of gray that a dead man wears beneath the mortician’s makeup. 
Fear stabbed him once again, freezing everything inside.
He closed the laptop. 
It was a long time before he spoke again.
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The horseshoe crab lay still, half beneath the receding wave. The tide was going out, leaving behind ocean detritus to bake in the South Carolina sun. The spiny ridge glistened along the domed shell as saltwater ran off. 
A flower — yellow petals with a burgundy center — fell and stuck to the shell. The next wave knocked it off.
Cali clenched the flowers in both hands. Her toes sank in the sand as the water washed it from under her feet. When she was little, long before Nix was born, they lived on an island not too far from there. She remembered seeing — every morning when she looked for sand dollars with her mother — the beached horseshoe crabs, dead and dying. They’d flip them over and, sometimes, see a dead carcass stinking beneath.
A living fossil, her father would say about the horseshoe crab. One of the only things still alive that has fossils dating back 500 million years. 
Cali wondered how they were living when they seemed to die so easily.
She wondered if a horseshoe crab cared when it died.
Some kids screamed in the waves. Judging by their sunburns, they were on vacation. She did the math, figured they were Avery’s age. If she was still alive. She would do the math like that, whenever she saw kids. She’d do it for some time to come. 
The curtain had been lifted. No more giggles. No more hugs.
Avery is gone.
She’d been gone a long time. 
Cali remembered laying daisies where she was buried. She’d picked them out of a neighbor’s yard. Didn’t ask, just wandered through and grabbed a bundle. No one stopped her from such eccentricities, not when they knew what happened. They looked much like the flowers she was now dropping into the water, watching the waves drag them out.
Watching them go to the ocean. 
Watching them disappear. Forever. 
Nix’s shadow covered the horseshoe crab. He remained silent until the last flower fell. It stuck on the sand. The next wave pushed it between Cali’s toes. It bobbed in place, waving at them until the wave receded. The foam took it under. The color paled beneath the green wash.
“I’ve got some food.” Nix held out an apple.
Cali took it. She picked at the sticker, shined the red skin with her thumb.
“You okay?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah.”
She took a bite, smiled. She said, once she swallowed, “You say hello to Raine for me?”
“Not yet.”
Guilt kept him from meeting her eyes when she brought up the dreamland. After all, he still had his delusion. Long ago, he would tell her all about the lagoon — the crystal water and black sands, the funneling waterfall and clear sky. And his beautiful girl. His best friend. 
She knew what he was thinking. She could have that, too. Cali could create her own lagoon inside her head. The new breeds could make it as realistic as the sand beneath her feet, the water on her toes. The flowers in the water. She could have anyone there.
And I would never leave.
She had enough of illusions. She fooled herself for all these years, it was time to live right here and now. Perhaps there was nothing wrong with Nix’s lagoon. He insisted if there was something more to it, that it wasn’t just a lucid dream. 
Delusions, though, can be pretty convincing. 
“You sure you’re all right?” Nix asked.
Nod.
“You want to come in, grab some dinner?”
The sun touched the horizon. “Think I’ll go for a walk first.”
“You sure you should be out like this?” He looked around like Marcus Anderson might be on vacation down the beach. “I mean, shouldn’t we lay a little… lower?”
Cali reached down, plucked a flower out of the water that rode a wave in. She tucked it behind Nix’s ear. She touched his cheek, the stubble rough on her hand. She remembered when he was little, when his face was smooth. When he needed her. Her brother was like her child before there was Avery. 
“No one will ever come looking for us, brother.”
She almost smiled. Smiling, though, was a long ways away.
Nix didn’t ask about Marcus Anderson, again. Whatever she did, he believed her. With Cali, nothing was impossible.
She walked along Folly Beach by herself. A beach known as the Edge of the America. 
A place where she was scared to death.
Where she would be for quite some time.
M0THER
Behind Closed Doors
 
Janine Anderson loved her children. Loved her career.
But never her husband.
He was a safe bet, that’s what he was. Janine was not a gambler. She knew, the day she met him at a conference for medical technology, that he was a sure thing: connected to politicians and dedicated to his work. 
He was deep into his forties and, if she gambled, would bet he never would’ve married had she not asked him out to dinner. Even then, their marriage was more like a business arrangement. She wanted children and he wanted someone to take care of him, legally as well as maternally. 
Not a match made in heaven.
So it was no wonder she’d had enough. She knew what she was getting into when she struck the agreement, knew any attraction between them — usually fueled by a bottle of wine — wouldn’t last the length of their agreement. She couldn’t blame him, really. Maybe that was her fault. She figured she was the one falling on the ugly grenade, not him. 
Maybe she overestimated herself.
One thing was certain, she was not innocent. She’d sought relief from their emotionless arrangement, as dry as a sandbag. She accepted the fact there was dirt on her, that if he got wind of Janine’s sexual preference (Helen was a very, very good friend) and occasional dalliance that she’d lose everything in a divorce. Marcus wouldn’t want the children, but he’d take them because he was cold-blooded. He liked to win. 
So did she.
That’s why their arrangement seemed like such a good idea, in the beginning. They shared the blood of reptiles. 
And that’s why she installed the cameras.
He was a Washington insider. His office was his inner sanctum, off-limits to everyone in the family for the purposes of national security. She had never suspected anything of a perverted nature, nothing she could pin on him during a divorce. He played politics as dirty as any of the elected, but in marriage he was as clean as a virgin. No cussing, drinking, or smoking. 
There was never a reason to suspect Marcus even had a pulse around women. But Janine always remembered Justine.
She was young and slender. Her blouse was unbuttoned one too many, revealing the crack of voluptuous breasts. Janine was distracted and a bit irritated by such a rash display, and the fact that she couldn’t stop looking. But the warmth that lit Marcus’ cheeks was revealing. He had a pulse, after all. 
His gaze lingered on her full lips, caught sight of her display when she looked away. At first, Janine chalked it up to masculine lust triggered by a pair of balls, filling him with an urge against his will. Not that he acted on it, but it was there.
Who would guess?
Just in case it was more than that, she scanned his emails for flirtatious correspondence. But nothing. Taped phone calls. Still nothing. Even hired a private investigator that turned up… nothing. 
Maybe she guessed wrong. Maybe he was a man that controlled his appetite. After all, it wasn’t disloyal to think about sex. But she couldn’t stand around with nothing for long. She wanted out. She wanted a life, her life and all that was in it.
Minus Marcus.
So a camera was installed in the office. 
She did it herself. It was the size of a marble that fit into the binding of a book that sat on the top shelf, the pages hollowed out to hold its components. A motion sensor turned it on, wirelessly streaming to her laptop. She tested it multiple times while he was in Chicago. His first night back, he locked himself inside to Skype a meeting. She went into the bedroom and watched him argue at the monitor for an hour. 
After that, she only watched the recorded bits at the end of the day, and that she did in fastforward. Each one more boring than the next. It was the fifth day that things got interesting. 
The fifth day he sat back in the wheelchair, apparently sleeping when he looked up. Looked around. He wheeled to the door, checked that the deadbolt was in place. A lock that couldn’t be undone with a key. A lock that ensured privacy. 
Janine sat up. 
Watched him wheel back to his desk.
Closed the curtains, checking all the gaps were secure. That he was alone. 
That no one could see. 
He spun around—
Nothing.
The streaming cut out. Clipped like an edit. Like something — or someone — had tampered with the video. At first she went cold with fear. He knew. He found out somehow, destroyed some evidence. But what didn’t make sense was that all the rest of the records were still there. It just stopped at that point. 
How convenient. 
She would have to check the feed, always make sure it was still there. That it was still working. 
But not until he was gone. Perhaps install a backup, while she was at it. If he was up to something — and he was — she would catch it. Eventually, she would catch it. 
What she didn’t know was that her equipment worked just fine. That the video was indeed clipped from the stream and downloaded to the memory of another computer, one that consisted of new breed biomites seeded into the brain of a woman hundreds of miles away. A woman that had been snooping through their computers, their finances and pictures and documents, until she found what she was looking for. 
Quite a homerun, it was.
Unfortunately, she did not see her husband reach into the upper right drawer where a secret compartment was installed deep under the desktop and retrieve a cube. She didn’t see him hold it gently, tenderly, stroking the edges and corners: a cube he acquired in Amsterdam, by accident really. She would remember the trip, if he told her. 
It was a conference on biomite perversity, how the porn industry was using biomite technology to enhance orgasms and sexual prowess. It was the basis of some of his best arguments, how biomites contributed to the depravity of the human race. He’d be lying if he said there was never a stir in his groin when he saw some of the images, lying if he said he was shocked at how they were using technology. 
He truly and honestly had no idea they could do that.
It was just so… real. 
It was this trip he acquired the cube that would be with him for years to come. An item he kept hidden, even though its use was of no consequence to the naked eye, to the unknowing observer. A cube that went everywhere with him. Because he was lonely, if he was honest. His life was dry and empty. He needed something to cope, something to manage the emotional isolation he found inside his house. In his life.
He placed it on the edge of his desk and wheeled away from it. It wasn’t cheating. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t flesh. 
He laid his head back, watched through slits as the cube unfolded.
Watched the biomite cube expand like magical origami. Watched metallic color turn fleshy, digits turn to fingers and toes. Watched an unfolding lump smooth its rough edges into sumptuous curves and crossed legs. 
Janine would never see the biomite perversion cube walk across the room in high heels, watch her husband lay his head back and close his eyes. She would never know this addiction.
Unless he broke his promise to the culprit that clipped that video. If he did, he had more to worry about than his wife.
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Nix lay back. 
All it took was closing his eyes, like going to sleep. Only he didn’t drift into unconsciousness, he stayed awake for the ride. 
Like falling down a long dark hole.
At some point, it didn’t feel like falling. He couldn’t exactly decide when motion stopped. It just became normal. And then he didn’t feel the pillow or the couch. He never once felt like he left his body, only transitioned from the physical world to dreamland.
Like stepping through a door. 
He heard a macaw. Palm fronds, rustling. The roar of the waterfall, somewhere out there.
Water lapped his toes. Nix felt the weight of his eyelids but kept them closed. Instead, he savored the green scent of the jungle and the salty breeze. The lagoon is alive.
The new breeds brought it to life, opened his senses. Or clarified his connection. Whatever it was, there was no discernible difference between his two worlds. He imagined brightly colored fish – gold, yellow, and orange – with long tails and spiny fins.
He opened his eyes. There, near his feet, was exactly what he pictured. He waded deeper, sank his hand in the water and let them nibble on his fingers. He floated on his back, tasted the seawater on his lips, felt the fish tickling his back as he paddled along the shallow water.
It was possible that his sister was right: the lagoon was a construct of his mind. He had gone way beyond a halfskin. A part of him was still organic, but he stopped checking just how much.
There was no going back. 
He flopped his hair out of his eyes. A spent fire was on the beach. Charred logs sat among a gray bed of ash. Nix dripped on the ring of stones. 
Raine? 
She was usually waiting for him. He closed his eyes and imagined her there, bare feet digging in the sand. Skin bronze.
But nowhere.
Weird.
Nix walked the beach, tempted to shout her name. Words were as good as thoughts at the lagoon. He thought he saw her paddling in from the ocean but it was just the sun reflecting off the waves. 
A subtle feeling of panic clenched inside. He’d never considered the lagoon without Raine. Never had to. If she wasn’t there, what was the point? But that was impossible.
Why isn’t she here?
He continued along the sand until he reached the ocean inlet where white-crested waves ate away at the sand bars that protected the lagoon. The horizon was flat and endless.
He thought he heard her shouting, convinced it was a wave slapping the sand. Maybe a bird. He shaded his eyes, looked toward the soaring blue cliff, wet with mist.
“Hey!”
It was distant, just an audible bump in the water’s roar. 
Nix squinted. 
Something was at the base of the cliff, just above the trees where the earth sloped down to meet the jungle. It was boxy. The top was angular and shiny. A metal roof, perhaps. Yes. Yes, it was. A house. A blue and green house with a copper roof built into the side of the cliff. 
 
And, there, just below it was someone waving. 
Raine waved him to come to her, to join her in the home he never once saw, certainly never imagined. And yet, there it was. 
And there she is. 
Nix dove into the water, stroking his way across the lagoon in the company of the brightly colored fish.
Perhaps, he thought as he climbed the opposite shore, making his way up a narrow path, falling trees do make sound in the lagoon when I’m not around.
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AFTER THE CURE by Deirdre Gould

Foreword
 
At their roots, dystopian stories are about addressing injustice of some kind.  Whether it ends in successful revolution, the collapse of a society, or a long slide into desperation,  the heart of the story is the realization that something is chronically rotten with the world.  But we live in an unjust reality.  The most casual student of history knows that inequity, oppression,  and deep prejudice belong as much, or more to the actual world as they do to the realm of fiction.    So why do we read and love these stories?  Why does the world need these stories?
The heroes of dystopian literature generally do not have superhuman powers or traits.  They possess no more ability to change what is happening than their neighbors, and often, start with no more desire to change it than others.  But dystopian heroes have courage in spades.  Even in a free society, it’s hard to stand up and point something out as wrong.  How much harder then, must it be for someone in an oppressive, unjust world to do it?  And not all of these stories end well.  Sometimes the hero is killed.  Sometimes nothing changes.  Sometimes things get worse.  But the result was never the point in the first place.  The purpose of the story was that somebody stood up and resisted.  Even if it’s only the main character himself and not the entire society, something has been irrevocably changed for the better.   The power has shifted.  And if they can do it, then maybe we can too, in our own lives.
The people in After the Cure and The Cured survived a near extinction event.  Nearly every human left alive had to resort to violence in order to preserve themselves.  Not just against an exterior enemy, but against family members and friends who had been driven to madness by the Plague.  At last, a cure was found, and as  the Cured returned to sanity and to society, the remaining humans had to face what they had done to survive.  For six years a troubled peace has held and cases of revenge between Immune and Cured have been severely punished.  The Immunes have accepted living and working with those who attacked them and killed their loved ones.  And the Cured have quietly submitted to being second class citizens to the Immunes who killed people like them to survive or even for sport.   For six years the citizens of the City have known that everyone they’ve met is a murderer and a thief, including themselves.  Justice has given way so that the violence can end.  But now,  the City has a chance to judge the very people that brought the Plague about.    Is it justice or is it vengeance?  At the center are two good people who are beginning to realize that life is not going to go back to the way it was, that injustice and inequity are the new status quo.  They are beginning to understand how even good people can be blinded by prejudice, can let their own guilt prevent them from speaking up for each other.  How valuable is justice?  How valuable is the truth?  Is it worth tearing society apart to get it?



The Cure
 
 
Nella tried not to think about the hundreds of people nearby, all rotting in their sleep, but the raspy hum of the flies was almost overwhelming.  The heat trebled the intensity of the rotting sewage smell that hung in a cloud over them.  It would be worse when they woke up and began moving around.  What would they think of each other?  Of themselves?
"Be ready to take notes," Professor Taylor told his small crew, "Remember to stay back from the Infected- er Cured until the soldiers say it's safe and then I want you to try to observe them as closely as possible.  We don't know if they will remember anything after infection, but for many that will have been traumatic.  They may be exhibiting confusion, fear or even mild aggression.  You are the only people left in the world that are trained to deal with this.  History is depending on your faithful recollections and hard work on this day."
Nella tapped a pencil on her legal pad nervously and walked down the slope where the soldiers had their weapons aimed squarely at the sleeping Infected.  There was no breeze and she could clearly hear Rick Framden orating his broadcast from fifty yards away, even over the insistent buzz of the insects.  
"This is it ladies and gentlemen.  In just a few moments the sleeping darts should wear off and the whole world will be able to see whether the Cure has worked.  This could be the beginning of the end of this terrible plague . . ."
"No pressure right?" sighed an attractive Indian girl at Nella's elbow.  
Nella grinned in spite of the situation.  "Hey, aren't you supposed to be over with the film crew?" she asked.
"Nah, the Great Rick Framden sent me to shoot b-roll.  I'm not much more than an intern.  And I'm stuck behind these louts.  I'm barely going to get a shot of anything except uniformed backs."
Nella liked her already.  "We can't let someone like Rick Framden dictate what gets recorded for history.  No offense."
"Believe me, none taken.  Sevita Das by the way."
"Dr. Nella Rider.  Stick close to me and get ready."
Slow movement on the field caught her eye and her smile faded.  It was happening.  One of the Infected was stirring.  Nella looked around as a restless shuffle traveled through the soldiers.  These weren't hardened veterans.  They were kids and homemakers and retirees.  All that was left that could prop up a weapon.  She thought to herself that they were going to be as desperate for psychiatric care as the Cured after today.  If they didn't accidentally shoot each other first. Nella pushed her way forward.  
"Hey, I wouldn't do that if I were you-" began a young soldier next to her, but suddenly he stopped.  One of the Infected, a man, began to stand, rising from the crushed whorl of long grasses.  Sevita pushed in next to Nella and began filming.  "Hold still!" shouted the young soldier.  The Infected man held his hands up.  The nails were long and jagged and his hands and cheeks were black and scaly with old blood.  He was shaking.  
"Identify yourself!" yelled the soldier and Nella felt him tighten like a guitar string stretched too far.  
"Isaac- my name's Isaac Green." His voice was stronger and clearer than Nella had expected.  The man caught sight of the blood on his arms and brought them in front of his face.  He was shaking more now.
"Mr. Green," Nella broke in, "Isaac.  Listen to me, you've been ill for a long time, but it's going to be okay now." She took a few steps toward him and the still slumbering mass of Infected behind him.
"Don't-" the soldier said, but Nella kept walking.  Sevita followed her, camera focused on Mr. Green.  
"Ill?" said Mr. Green, "was it all a dream, was I just delirious?" He held his hands out in front of him as if he would drop them from his body if he could.  He turned around slowly, his eyes widening at the sight of hundreds of people lying motionless on the field.  He turned back and sought Nella's face.  "Where is my family?  I need to find them.  In my dream, I- I did terrible things- I need to find my wife-" Mr. Green began to weep, his face cracking into a deep grimace.
"It's okay, Mr. Green," said Nella, "We'll help you find your family just as soon as we can. If you'll come with me we'll have a physician check you over and then we can add your name to the Found List-" she reached him and suppressing a shudder, placed a warm hand on his back.  The rag that had once been his shirt was stiff and rough like sandpaper, caked with blood and dirt.  He turned suddenly toward her and she jumped slightly.  The soldier called, "Steady there!" and she watched the entire line of military personnel clench their weapons tighter.  Nella held up her hand.  "It's okay," she said.  
But Mr. Green was staring at her.  "What do you mean the 'Found List'?"
Nella's response was slow and deliberate, "Mr. Green, there have been some changes in the world while you have been ill . . ." She got no further.
"Oh my God!" screamed Mr. Green, "Oh my God! It was all real! It was all real! I killed them, I killed my own babies- my neighbors, it wasn't a dream?  Tell me it was a dream!" he grabbed her arm, but weakly.  He was crying so hard that she physically had to help him stay standing for a moment.  
"It's over now," she said helplessly, "It's going to be okay for everyone now." But even as she said it, she knew it was a blatant lie and she blushed with shame.  Mr. Green dropped her arm.  
He started shaking his head, "It wasn't a dream." He whispered and then he started running toward the soldiers.  
"Stop!" they shouted, but Mr. Green didn't listen.  He limped in an awkward sprint toward them, his ankle or foot broken some time long before.  The soldiers were unused to an Infected that could speak and weep.  They hesitated to fire, and Mr. Green reached the young man Nella had pushed past.  Isaac threw himself on the outstretched bayonet.  The soldier had tears streaming down his face as he pulled the trigger.  Nella was dumbstruck.  She looked at Sevita who was still filming as the soldier dropped his gun and fled up the hill.  Nella heard movement behind her.  She turned and saw the mass of people slowly sitting up, stretching limbs and shaking their heads as if they could clear away the memory of the past two years.  She looked back at Sevita who was still shaking and saw the pretty Indian girl turn the camera on herself.  She tried to concentrate on the Cured woman beside her who was trying to stand and heard Sevita begin her broadcast in a dreadfully calm voice.
"Good afternoon Ladies and Gentlemen. This is Sevita Das reporting live from the Cure facility.  It has finally happened, the Cure has worked.  And the Infected remember.  They remember everything.  The madness has cleared.  As you have just seen, this will be a massive burden of guilt for the Cured to bear, and many, no doubt, will not survive.  Remaining family members and friends are urged to make contact with the doctors here, who will be able to help with the intense therapy that will be necessary to repair relationships and rebuild not only the Cured, but everyone affected by this terrible disease . . ."



The Prison
 
 
Six Years Later . . .
 
"You're Ms. Rider?"
The man squinted at her through thick sleet as he held the heavy glass door open for her.  Nella tried not to slip as she trotted inside.  She flicked cool gray slush from her leather briefcase with one hand.  She suppressed a shiver, desperate to appear older and harder than she felt.  The man next to her was almost unnaturally tall and she had to look almost straight up to see his face.  
"You must be Mr. Courtlen." She smiled pleasantly, then immediately felt foolish.  Nella coughed lightly to cover her embarrassment and said, "And it's Dr. Rider please."
Mr. Courtlen smiled, crinkling a thick raised scar on his cheek.  "Of course, my apologies Dr. Rider.  It's nice to meet you."
Nella was surprised.  "Really?" she asked before she could stop herself. Mr. Courtlen's smile was warmer, more genuine this time.
"Really," he said, "We know you're here at the judge's request, but whichever way this trial turns out, it's important that history can show all the participants were completely sane.  If the judge hadn't ordered these evaluations, I would have requested them."  He extended a hand toward her.  Nella shook it, but felt more rough scar tissue on his palm.  She fought a sympathetic wince.
"So you aren't intending to go with an insanity defense?" she asked.
"Well," he laughed, "that's not really for me to decide is it?  But I don't think we'll need to."  Mr.Courtlen held a hand out toward the long blue corridor.  "This way please.  Dr. Pazzo is expecting us."
She quickly fell a few paces behind him, no match for his lengthy stride.  Nella marveled again at his height.  Imagine how fast he must have been, she thought, I doubt anyone could have outrun him. And then those long skinny arms would wrap around you and yank you in toward snapping teeth.  She shuddered and tried to think of something else.  They had reached the metal detector and Mr.  Courtlen was removing his watch and car keys.  
"Where's Stan?" he asked a nervous looking soldier.
"Uh . . . He went to get coffee," the kid managed to squeak, "He'll be back in a minute."  Mr. Courtlen nodded.  At least I'm not the only one scared to death of this place, thought Nella as she watched the young guard bouncing his knee.  He gripped his weapon so hard that his knuckles glinted like bone.  Dr. Rider flashed him a kind smile when he glanced at her and she could see his grip relax as he responded.  Mr. Courtlen waved at a middle aged officer coming toward them.
"Hey Stan," he said, "Is it any good today?"
"Hi Frank.  I made it myself, still have a can or two of the good stuff kicking around.  I'll be glad when someone can figure out how to grow coffee beans in the populated zone again though.  There's still half a pot in the break room, help yourself."  Stan passed through the detector and set two full mugs on the table.  "Who is our visitor?"
Mr. Courtlen said, "This is Dr. Rider.  She is the court appointed psychiatrist for both Dr. Pazzo and Miss Connelly.  She'll be a regular here for the duration."
She saw Officer Kembrey raise an eyebrow at Mr. Courtlen.  He obviously thought she wasn't going to last.  She brushed it off.  Nella stuck her hand out and Stan shook it heartily.  "Pleased to meet you.  I'm Stan Kembrey but everyone just calls me Stan.  Terry and I will be here every day shift.  If you come at night you'll see Wanda Treim.  Dr. Pazzo and Miss Connelly are the only detainees at this facility, so the rules are a little more relaxed.  For now, at least, until and unless Miss Connelly becomes violent, you can bring pens or pencils into the cell to make notes with.  Of course, if it were me in that cell, I think I'd rely on my memory instead.  Dr. Pazzo seems to be in a calm state of mind.  However, since the Cure doesn't seem to have worked as well on some of the earlier cases, there are big green buttons in the hallway in case either of them 'reverts.'  Press one and all the guards will come running.  If you have any questions about how things are supposed to work you can usually find the Warden in his office.  If you have questions about how things actually work, well, Terry and I are here to serve."  Officer Kembrey flashed her a smile and a wink.  Mr. Courtlen rolled his eyes dramatically and walked through the detector, immediately setting it off.  The younger soldier leapt forward, pointing his weapon at the lawyer.  But Mr. Courtlen simply waited and Stan's only reaction was to the junior soldier's zeal.
"Relax Terry, Frank isn't going to stage a jailbreak.  Just wand him.  Should be near the right shoulder."  He handed a gray wand to Robert who looked torn between taking it and maintaining his grip on the weapon.  
"You know Frank, you should really have that taken out one of these days."
Mr. Courtlen laughed and rubbed the side of his bald head in embarrassment.  "The doctor said it would be worse to take it out than leave it in for now.  At least until someone starts producing antibiotics again.  Besides-" he looked toward his feet, avoiding their gaze, "My wife gave me this one.  Before- well, you know."
The back of Nella's neck prickled and her mind drew back, rejecting the picture that tried to grow there.
"Jesus, Frank, I'm sorry."  Stan shook his head and then snapped at Terry, "Get on with it soldier! These folks have places to be."
Mr. Courtlen took off his sleek gray jacket and spread his long arms across the hall.  Nella's mind flashed another picture of his hands turned into claws, long black nails ragged and stained and thin arms coated in dried black blood to his elbows.  Her neck felt pinched and cold and she noticed her breathing had become rapid and shallow.  Be professional, she thought, and forced her aching fingers to relax on the handle of her briefcase.  Terry swiped the wand over Mr. Courtlen and was satisfied when it only screeched near the lawyer's shoulder.  Officer Kembrey held his hand out for Nella's briefcase.  
"I'll scan that for you Dr. Rider."
She handed him the case with a smile and walked through the detector.  Mr. Courtlen was calmly buttoning his jacket as Terry looked nervously on.  Stan handed Nella her briefcase.
"You're all clear," he said, "Have a nice day."
"You too," Nella mumbled.
Mr. Courtlen touched her shoulder and she jumped.  "This way, Dr. Rider."
They walked the rest of the way down the hallway and paused before a dented metal door.  The lawyer reached for a large button to be buzzed in but Nella stopped him.  "Mr. Courtlen, wait," she said, "The best way for me to get an accurate picture of the defendants' mental health is for me to build a rapport with them first.  I know you don't have to discuss this, but if you are willing I would be grateful.  Is there anything I should steer clear of during these first few sessions?"
He frowned slightly in concentration.  "Well, I think you'll find Dr. Pazzo is not what the press had made him out to be.  He's actually been remarkably patient with answering questions, and I think you'll find him polite, if a bit on the cool side.  Of course, I assume you are intelligent enough to not ask very stupid questions, like: 'What does it taste like?' or 'Are you invulnerable except if you get shot in the head?'  And for the love of all things sacred, don't call him a zombie."  Mr. Courtlen threw up his arms and then gave her a conspiratorial smile.  He pressed the buzzer.
"And Miss Connelly?"
Nella watched the smile drop from his face.  "I'm- I'm not Miss Connelly's counsel.  I don't think I could really say."
"Of course," said Nella as the dented door swung open.  She managed a bright smile at him as she stepped toward the door.  Mr. Courtlen held it open but gently caught her wrist to stop her.  Nella flinched as the rigid bones of his hand closed around her.  He ignored her revulsion.  
"But what Stan said about pens?  I think I would trust him if it were me.  Just to be safe."  He let her go and straightened his jacket but the color was high in his face. 
"Thanks," she said, though he had only made her more nervous.  Mr. Courtlen cleared his throat.
"Dr. Pazzo is in the common room, if you'll follow me."  He appeared unruffled as he strode through the door that separated the world from its most notorious living villain.



Robert Pazzo
 
 
Nella recognized Dr. Pazzo's face from the case files and the television news, but only barely.  She'd been shown the pictures that were available and they were of a doctor still fresh from grad school.  He had looked young, slightly bewildered, but happy and eager.  She hated to admit it, but his picture had even been attractive.  She tried to equate it with the man in coveralls standing near the plastic table in the most secure prison on earth.  It has been eight years since the Cure and probably ten since the photo was taken, Nella thought to herself.  Still, this man looked closer to the father of the boy in the pictures.  Unlike the other Infected he had no visible scars, since he had secluded himself before the madness overcame him.  But the other signs were there.  He was underweight even all these years later and his hair was bright white and thinning in places.  His shoulders curled around him like a dried rind.  His face though, his face held the most marked changes.  His eyes had sunk into his skull as if they were too ashamed to look upon the world.  His cheeks and chin were jagged peaks that closed off any expression in their tight shadows.  Nella glanced back at Mr. Courtlen.  She had thought him too lean for his height and that his bald head made him look sickly, but compared to Dr. Pazzo, the lawyer was a model of health and vigor.
Mr. Courtlen saw her glance at him and noticed her shock.  He stepped quickly toward her and touched the back of her elbow to steady her.  "Dr. Pazzo, this is Dr. Rider, the court appointed psychiatrist.  She'll be evaluating you and Miss Connelly throughout the trial.  This is not a private relationship, so it isn't privileged.  This means anything you say-"
"Yes, yes, Frank, I know.  We don't have anything to hide.  Dr. Rider, a pleasure to meet you." He offered her a hand that was little more than a rake with a thin covering of skin.  Nella took it, intending to be gentle, but his grip was surprisingly strong.  "Please, have a seat," he said, indicating the plastic picnic table.  Mr. Courtlen sat beside him.  Nella chose to sit on the opposite side, facing them.  She placed her briefcase on the seat next to her.
"I just want to clarify what I'm here for.  Judge Hawkins has asked me to monitor you and Miss Connelly to insure that you are competent to stand trial and that you remain so during the trial.  It's important, no matter the verdict, that you are a healthy and active member of your defense and that this tribunal gets a reliable version of the events which caused the December Pandemic.  Do you understand?"
Dr. Pazzo looked amused.  He leaned back slightly and crossed his arms.  "Well, aren't you the perfect reincarnation of Gustave Gilbert?"
Nella smiled, but it never reached her eyes.  "I don't think the world is going to fall for another Albert Speer, Dr. Pazzo."
Mr. Courtlen frowned at the reference, his scar stretching and blanching.  Nella felt a pang of remorse for having said it.  Dr. Pazzo just laughed.
"I think I'm going to like you," he said, "But I have a few rules myself, if you want full access to me."
Nella straightened her posture and stared intently at him.
"Relax doctor.  They're nothing unexpected.  First, my lawyer, Mr. Courtlen must be present during our interactions.  If he isn't here, our conversations will be limited to the current state of the weather.  Second, I will answer any question you have and I will answer them truthfully," said Dr. Pazzo with a beatific smile, "But you need to make sure you have recording equipment or are taking notes," his voice began to become strident, "My answers will not change with repetition.  So don't ask me over and over and over."  Dr. Pazzo was shouting at her and had risen from his seat.  His cuffed hands were two balls of shaking bone.  Mr. Courtlen looked alarmed and helped his client sit back down as the guards moved nervously closer around them.  Nella remained calm and motionless.  "I understand," she said as Dr. Pazzo rearranged himself and softly cleared his throat.  He smiled again.
"Very good doctor, very good indeed.  Third, we will get to all of your questions.  We're probably going to become very tired of each other.  We have time.  So if I say we are done for the day, I don't want to hear any whining or see any fits.  You'll get your answers, just be patient.  As unpleasant as these visits will be for you, I guarantee they will be ten times more unpleasant for me.  But I've resolved to do this."  Dr. Pazzo was serious and quiet.  Nella sensed that she was now seeing the real man that Dr. Pazzo was.  The one that had destroyed the world.  And then lived to regret it.
"Very well, Dr. Pazzo," she said, "Is there anything else?"
He straightened his shoulders and looked up at her brightly.  "Well, not as a requirement, but maybe a favor? I'd really love some books."
Nella shot a confused look at Mr. Courtlen but his face was impassive.  "They won't let you have books?" she asked, surprised.
"I'm allowed to have them, but I don't exactly have people racing to the library to borrow books for me." Dr. Pazzo tapped his foot restlessly.  "Look, you may have already decided that you don't like me.  Hell, I think even Mr. Courtlen doesn't like me and I'm paying for his company.  But right now, and for the forseeable future- probably until my death, you are the only two who are willing to talk to me.  And that makes you the closest thing I have to friends.  
If you want me to stay sane enough to be tried, I need to do something besides pace my tiny cell.  A few more weeks of this and I'll be as mad as poor old Ann next door.  I've already been mad once in this lifetime.  I have no wish to do that again."
Nella pulled a notepad and pen from her briefcase.  "What kind of books do you like?" she asked. Dr. Pazzo gave her a list of a few dozen books, pretty evenly mixed between novels and scientific journals, but nothing jumped out as suspicious or even as a reliable pattern of tastes to Nella.  She looked up from her list just in time to see Dr. Pazzo discreetly nod at Mr. Courtlen.  The lawyer looked uncomfortable, his scar pulsing an ugly dark brown across his cheek.
"What is it?  What did I miss?" she asked sharply.
Dr. Pazzo gave her a slow, sly smile that she didn't much care for.  I'm sure they didn't tell you in court, but you are the fifth psychiatrist to enjoy my hospitality," he said, the smile still growing in his skull face.  Nella felt the painful prick of her neck hair again.  "I had to refuse to speak to them.  They were more interested in maintaining their power by denying simple requests than in discovering the truth.  I was just indicating to Mr. Courtlen that we can work with you.  Oh yes, I think you'll do nicely.  It's a good thing too, I was beginning to wonder if they'd find someone suitable before time ran out."  
She saw Mr. Courtlen start and glance quickly at his client.  Nella knit her brows and slightly shook her head.  "Before time runs out for what?" she asked.
Still smiling, Dr. Pazzo rose and backed away from the plastic table.  "That's enough for today, I think.  I'll see you both tomorrow."  And he walked back to his cell leaving Mr. Courtlen and Dr. Rider still sitting in shock.



Patient Zero
 
 
Nella coolly placed the booklist and pen back in the briefcase. "What did he mean by that?" wondered Mr. Courtlen aloud.  Nella snapped the case latch closed.  She stood, smoothing wrinkles from her lap.
"If he hasn't told you," she said, "I wouldn't worry about it.  This is just narcissistic posturing, the same as his rules.  Dr. Pazzo knows that we have more power than he does right now and it irritates him.  He is simply trying to find a way to gain the upper hand by pretending to magically have information that no one could possibly have found in eight long years.  There is no such information.  Hundreds of investigators have meticulously examined that lab and his home."
Mr. Courtlen shook his head. "Doctor, my client may seem arrogant and controlling right now, but I assure you, he is not truly that way.  This is something more."
"I know this is my first meeting with Dr. Pazzo, but it is also the first time he has had to engage with someone who has more power than he does.  No offense, but up to this point, he's seen you as his employee, his subordinate.  This may have been the first time that he realized that you and I can truly influence his fate and that he doesn't have any real control over either of us.  This is just an attempt to manipulate us, to 'indebt' us if you will, by waving this secret in front of us and hoping we'll jump."
Mr. Courtlen still looked troubled.  Nella sighed.  "Look, if you really want to know what he seems to think is so important, take my advice and don't ask him anything about it.  If you do, he'll just keep stringing you along.  If you wait, he'll become desperate and tell you quickly in hopes of bargaining."
Nella walked toward the soldier at the end of the room.  "I'd like to visit Ann Connelly, could you show me the way?" she asked.
"Of course," said the soldier and led the way down a narrow hall lined with small solitary cells.  "We'd sure appreciate your help, Doc," the soldier said casually, "See, we don't want to keep her locked in a tiny, windowless cell, not when there is all this room to roam around in."  He waved his hand back toward the large community room.  "And considering what's likely to happen at the end of the trial- well, begging your pardon, Doc, but we can't really begrudge her what freedom she has left can we?  It's just not human, you see.  And some of us ... well, some us just got back to being human after all."  The soldier blushed deeply and rubbed the back of his neck.  Nella touched his elbow.  
"Your compassion does you credit.  And it's a rare thing to find even these days."
The soldier cleared his throat.  They had reached the cell and a female soldier was watching the tiny slot of glass in the door.
"Well, you see Doc, we're afraid she'll hurt herself if we let her out.  She chews everything-"
"Pica," said the female guard.
"Yeah, like Johnson says, she's got pica.  And she shakes and trips a lot.  She's not like any other zom- I mean Cured, I've ever seen."  
Officer Johnson stepped away from the window for a moment.  "The other prisoner says it's because she got a concentrated dose of the early prototype.  Her brain is like swiss cheese now.  The Cure won't help her."
"The kicker is that she did it on purpose," the male officer said, shaking his head, "Some sort of high pressure internship.  Thought the bacteria would give her enough endorphins and adrenaline to stay up through exams.  She did it without telling the others until it was too late."
Johnson spat.  "Then that bastard Pazzo locked her in with the dead animals.  I don't know how she survived as long as she did."
"They say you're the best at helping folks who didn't get all the way Cured.  What do you think Doc, is there a way we can fix it so we can let her out for some exercise once in a while?"
Nella puffed out her cheeks in a slow breath.  "I'm not sure," she said at last, "I'll have to examine her.  But if there is permanent physical damage I'm afraid there's not much that anyone can do.  Does she have a regular physician?"
"Sure," said Johnson, "But he basically just changes the bandages anywhere she's bitten herself and tells us to keep her clean.  I think he's scared of her, he always leaves in a hurry."
"Well," said Nella, "I should probably get in there.  Do you mind if I leave my briefcase here?"
"That's probably for the best."
Nella set the case down.  Johnson held out a bag of carrots.  "For the pica," she said, "just give them to her one at a time.  It takes her a little while to get through them.  Otherwise she'll try to bite you.  But she can't help it."  Dr. Rider took the bag of carrots and the pair of rubber gloves Johnson held out next.  "She's no longer got the disease of course, but human bites can cause nasty infections, so you might want these just in case."
"Thanks," said Nella, snapping them on.
"She's really quite docile," said Johnson, "but Wells and I will be watching the whole time, so things won't get out of control."
"I appreciate that," said Nella.  She took a deep breath with her hand on the door and prepared to meet patient zero in the greatest plague that ever befell mankind.
The room was lit erratically by a dull florescent bulb, its mate long burnt out and the drop-in shade littered with insect carcasses.  Nella noticed the room itself was clean and utterly free of both furniture and debris.  All the surfaces were padded and covered with vinyl, but they were blank, and endless cube of dull green. 
Ann Connelly was wandering the edge of the room, her arms in a permanent self embrace inside a blindingly white straitjacket.  Someone was taking care of her.  Her face was clean and the little cuts she had somehow managed to inflict upon herself were freshly bandaged.  Someone had taken the time to brush her hair and fix it securely so that it would not hang in her eyes.  Still, with one glance at her stumbling movement and her constantly snapping teeth, Dr. Rider knew that there was something wrong.  Ann's eyes slid over everything alike, not stopping even when Nella held out a carrot.  However brilliant Ann Connelly had been before, might still be in some deep place, she offered no sign of it now.  She kept wandering the perimeter, stumbling every now and then, though there was nothing to trip on.
"Miss Connelly," said Nella.
The prisoner stopped walking but didn't turn her head toward Nella.  "Ann, I'm Dr. Rider.  I'm just here to talk with you."
Ann started fighting the straitjacket.  Her arms whipped up and down, giant worms writhing around the woman's thin chest.  
"The teeth must gnash," mumbled Ann.
"I'm sorry, what did you say?" asked Nella.
"The teeth must GNASH," Ann's voice was hoarse and toneless, a quality Nella recognized.  When she had helped in administering the Cure, she had known many of the Infected to wake up from the drugged sleep screaming.  Some of them took hours to stop.  Some of them never did, their voice boxes losing the music that had once flowed through them.  
"THE TEETH MUST GNASH!" Ann turned toward Nella and her jaw clicked together with a snap.
"THE TEETH MUST GNASH!" Ann lurched toward Dr. Rider, stumbling as if pushed from behind.  She continued to shout in her broken voice, "THE TEETH MUST GNASH!"
"Okay, Ann, okay.  Here-" Nella guided a carrot between Ann's rapidly clicking teeth.  Ann chewed it immediately but began to choke.  Johnson opened the door and calmly walked up to Ann.  She untied the straitjacket releasing Ann's arms.  "We only keep her in this so she won't chew her hands or claw at her face anymore.  She'll be okay as long as you are giving her the carrots."
"Is she ever sedated?"
"She has to be to sleep, otherwise she just wanders all night until she collapses.  But Mr. Green, her lawyer, said he doesn't want her drugged for the trial, so we only administer a very small dose of sedative at night."
"Thanks," said Nella as Johnson left the cell.  Ann was holding the carrot with hands so thickly bandaged that they were no more articulated than wool mittens.
"Ann, do you know why you are in here?"
"Because the teeth must gnash.  Because Dr. Schneider made all the teeth gnash.  But I didn't know! I only wanted to feel better.  I didn't know the teeth would want more!" Ann became frantic, smashing her hands into her face.  Nella gently held Ann's hands for a moment and then handed her another carrot.  She tried not to think of how similar the crunch of bone and the damp snap, snap, snap of the carrot between Ann's tireless teeth sounded.
"Can you tell me what happened?  Do you remember how this started?" 
Ann's teeth stopped.  "So tired, so tired.  But the eyes must see, they cannot close.  They can never close!  Dr. Schneider says so, she says to stay and to see.  Always the eyes must see."
Ann paused to chew on the carrot and Nella winced without meaning to.  "But then, they are so heavy, the eyes.  Like glass marbles, rolling and rolling and scratching.  They ache to close and Ann has mist inside her head.  So Dr. Schneider gives her a key.  It's the special key for the beast door.  Dr. Schneider tells her the beast room will turn her eyes to flesh again.  Her eyes will see without closing and the mist will drain from Ann's head, but only if Ann stays in the beast room.  Only if Ann breathes what the beasts breathe.  So Ann goes into the beast room many times.  And she makes the teeth that gnash.  She makes them everywhere but does not know.  No, not even when they fill her own mouth."  Ann stuck her bandaged hand between her teeth and before Nella could jump up to stop her, Ann's jaws snap around it.  Ann's eyes streamed with tears as her mouth ground down upon the thick pads of gauze near her fingertips.  Nella gently pulled Ann's hand away from her mouth and replaced it with another carrot.
"Okay Ann, okay.  We don't have to talk more about it today."
Nella checked Ann's hand and rebandaged it.  Ann became calm again, her gaze again like oil, sliding over the room and Dr. Rider without pause.  Nella gently replaced the arms of the straitjacket but Ann didn't even seem to notice.
"Goodbye Ann.  I'll come and see you again soon.  Maybe we can get you out of this room for a while.  Would you like that?"  
But Ann just resumed her restless stumbling around the perimeter of the cell.  She didn't even turn her head to look at the doctor.  Nella left the cell profoundly depressed.



Sevita Das
 
 
Nella made her way back toward the entrance of the prison.  She felt drained and uneasy, as if she'd forgotten something important or as if she had exhausted every possibility to an unsolvable problem.  She groaned inwardly when she reached the heavy glass doors and saw that the sleet had changed over to snow and was already thick on the pavement.  Nella hated this in between time of year.  As if the old wheezing world couldn't decide whether to finally die or rally itself for one more spring.
She pushed open the door and slipped into the slimy, chilled evening.  Her car was the only one in visitor parking.  It wasn't unusual.  Most people were used to being alone now.  Gas was reserved for critical purposes at least until the Farm could produce enough ethanol or the Cure spread far enough south to recover countries with oil fields.  Nella doubted either would happen in her lifetime.  Only the counsel for the defendants and herself would have vehicles here.  The loneliness seeped in everywhere these days, part of the atmosphere and only rarely noticeable.  Now, with the small circles of streetlight hovering over her and the extra silence of the snow, she felt it again, like a sudden stumble on a forgotten stair.  Nella walked toward her car and suddenly realized that the vehicle had been cleared of snow.  She smiled and looked around as if her helper would suddenly pop out.  She drove home feeling a little better about the world.
Her good mood lasted until she saw the envelope from the Department of Human Reproductive Services in her mail box.  Nella swore under her breath, but didn't bother to open it.  Instead, she dropped it on her kitchen table and went to call Sevita.
The two had remained together after the first administration of the Cure.  Sevita had been offered a position on the World News Broadcast as soon as her report with Dr. Rider had been aired, but she had refused the job.  Sevita was drawn to the stories of the Cured as they looked for relatives or tried to come to terms with the violence they remembered committing.  She documented the work of Nella's team for six years as they pushed farther and farther into the infection zones along with the military.  As a result, both women had become best friends.  Sevita had been selected to document the Plague Trial just months before Judge Hawkins had appointed Nella the chief psychiatric adviser.
The phone only rang for a second before Sevita answered.
"Guess what I got in the mail today?" said Nella, before they had even exchanged greetings.
"You too huh?  Seems our friendly neighborhood matchmakers have been busy.  Our entire unit got them today."
"What are you going to do?  Have you told Chris yet?"
Sevita sighed.  "Yeah, she knows.  She's excited.  I think she sees it as the final blow in the marriage argument.  She doesn't know I was going to ask her after the trial anyway."
"Sure you were."
"I was! I just wanted to have all this behind us.  I don't want to remember the year our baby was born as the year the first public executions took place."
"You don't know that's what will happen."
"Come on Nella, I know you aren't that naive.  Whether this Dr. Pazzo and his assistant are guilty or not doesn't really make much difference, does it?  They were there.  The survivors of the Plague think they've seen the worst.  But you and I, we're the ones who know how much damage has really been done.  You've talked with the Cured, been with them from the moment they realized the weight of what they had done.  You know the suicide rates.  You were the one that compiled the report.  Once all that comes out in court, the world is not going to be able to let go.  Maybe just being there is close enough to guilty."
"Then what's the point of even having the trial Sevita? Why didn't the military just shoot them when they found them?  They wouldn't have bothered appointing you to document it if we weren't going to try to have real justice."
"We're just pretenses, you and I, to make it seem like a fair trial.  Whatever you find, the trial will still move forward.  Whatever I record will be rewritten.  And Pazzo and Connelly will burn.  I just hope for our sakes that they really are guilty."
Nella was quiet.  "I don't want to talk about it anymore," she said at last.
"Neither do I.  There's nothing you or I can do to change it.  So come over for dinner.  We'll talk about baby clothes and nursery designs with Christine.  She'll be ecstatic.  She brought home a case of beer from her last scav mission as part of her pay."
"Mmm eight year old beer."
Sevita laughed. "We have to drink it tonight, she wants to have the fertilization done this week."
"You aren't going to adopt an orphan?"
"No, Christine is set on the pregnancy.  She says we all have a 'genetic responsibility' now.  I think she's been reading too many DHRS pamphlets.  But this is what she wants.  And you know I can never resist it when she sets her heart on something.  Come on, come over.  I know you'll fall asleep over your notes without eating if you don't.  No trial talk, I promise."
"Okay," said Nella, grinning, "I'll be over in a few."
Sevita and Christine had met during the worst part of the Plague, long before either knew Nella.  Christine had been an EMT when the outbreak began.  She found out quickly that she was immune to the December Plague, though her partner was not so lucky.  So Christine drove her ambulance alone, ferrying the Infected to local hospitals until the military took over management and burned them all to the ground.  After that, Christine ran a mobile triage out of her ambulance for those who had been bitten or injured.  The world quickly emptied of sanity and Christine had to routinely defend herself both from Infected and desperate people.  But she never thought about quitting.  She kept her radio on at every hour and kept her ambulance clean, running and well-stocked when she had time.  The military tolerated her, even supplied her with fuel and medical supplies but warned her that she was on her own.  And that was just fine with Christine.  But when she heard repeated distress calls from Sevita's office, she followed a military unit in to help.  The entire building had been surrounded by Infected.  But because it was one of the few remaining stations still capable of broadcasting, the military decided it was a worthwhile target to retake.  It was a massacre.  When they finally escaped, the building was overrun and most of the military unit had been eaten alive.  Only four people remained, huddled in Christine's ambulance as they sped away.  Sevita was one of them.
Sevita had been wounded in several places trying to defend her coworkers.  Christine had stopped driving her ambulance in order to care for the dying girl and eventually nursed her back to health.  But Sevita clung to Chris long after she had healed, uncharacteristically afraid of the strange city and mistrusting of its thinly manned safety barriers. Nella never understood how two such opposite people could be so madly in love with each other, but there it was.  They'd been inseparable as long as she had known them- since Sevita's arrival in the City.  Though Sevita regained her bold, friendly nature, neither she nor Christine ever felt the need to look any farther for their happiness. 
Most of the remaining humans had kept to themselves after the Cure.  Everyone had witnessed or participated in the death of almost every person that they knew.  Even eight years after the Plague, almost no one had any real urge to build new ties.  Especially after the old ones had been so brutally broken. In the beginning, people had avoided each other as much as possible for their own safety.  Now though, it had become habit.  Love like Sevita and Chris had just didn't happen anymore.  Because of her work, Nella had more contact with other people than was the norm.  But Nella didn't have many friends, or even very many colleagues.  Sevita and Chris were her new family and she spent almost every evening walking to or from their small apartment.  
Warm and slightly buzzed on skunky beer, Nella listened with her eyes half closed as the couple had the same good natured argument that they had for years.
"You have a fear of commitment.  Tell her Nella." 
Sevita scowled.  "No I don't.  You are just having a reaction to the disaster around us.  It's natural.  People after the Black Death bred like rabbits.  And again after the last world war. I just want to make sure this isn't some short term shack up.  You'll get cold feet in six months, I know it."
Chris smacked Sevita lightly on the knee.  "It's been eight years!"
Nella snorted and almost dropped her beer.
"What are you laughing at?" grumbled Sevita, "You're supposed to be on my side.  You should be telling Christine that she's just bowing to peer pressure and she should strive to make up her own mind."
"Oh no," laughed Nella, "I know better than to get in the middle of this mess.  I'm going to get dessert while you two duke it out."  She winked at Sevita and went into the tiny kitchen.  Nella pulled out Sevita's enamel canister.  It still smelled warm and sweet like the tea it had held so long ago.  Now it was the temporary home for Christine's engagement ring.  Nella had known it was there for years, a warm sparking star waiting for Sevita to grow some courage.  Nella smiled.  She remembered the day Sevita had bought it.  The two of them had stood in front of the scavenger's shop window and debated for hours.  Nella placed it on the plate next to Christine's apple crisp.  She sighed.  It should have been chocolate cake and champagne, not fruit jumble and stale beer.  But Nella had checked, both had been far, far out of reach.  She wondered if any of them would ever taste chocolate again.  It didn't matter, of course, she decided.  She looked around the tiny kitchen, its warm yellow paint and cluttered cupboards peeking through pictures and tiny glittering ornaments that Christine collected like a magpie.  This place pushed out the empty world.  How much this little home would change in the next year!  Nella could almost forgive the DHRS for forcing people into parenthood if it could put the world back together like this.
"Garcon!" called Sevita, laughing.
"Oh! Coming!" yelled Nella, picking up the dessert tray.



The Maintenance Man At the End of the World
 
 
Nella arrived at the prison early the next morning.  The happiness of her friends still sat like a warm stone in her chest and she barely even noticed the clammy drizzle.  She pulled into visitor parking and noticed Mr. Courtlen arguing with a short, portly, middle aged man.  Nella got out of the car but paused in the open doorway when she heard their raised voices.
"Your client is a monster Frank!" shouted the older man, "He locked her in a room full of infected animals and abandoned her for months."
"She was already infected! What should he have done?" Mr. Courtlen's long arms were stretched toward the other man, almost pleading.
"I can't believe you are going to blame this all on Ann.  She was an overworked, practically abused intern that was then exposed to a vile plague that your client cooked up."  The fat little man was jabbing a finger toward Mr. Courtlen's face.  "And you have the gall to try to weasel out of this by pointing to her?"
"No, that's not what-"
"Listen Frank," the little man talked over Mr. Courtlen, "I know you are court appointed to defend Robert Pazzo but how could you live with yourself if you destroy an innocent person?  She's already incapable of ever leading a normal life because of what your client did.  If you make a deal with the prosecutors claiming that Ann was responsible, she'll be completely at the mercy of the court.  She can't even coherently defend herself.  Can you live with yourself knowing that?"  The little man walked a step past Mr. Courtlen.
"But we're not-"
The lawyer spun around and interrupted him again. "Oh, that's right.  I forgot who I was dealing with.  You're already comfortable destroying a defenseless woman."  The little man sneered and Nella thought Mr. Courtlen would hit him.  But Frank's shoulders sagged and he leaned his back against his car as if he were the one who had been punched.  She watched the older lawyer trot into the prison and though she didn't even know his name and she knew she was supposed to be a neutral party, in that moment Nella truly hated the nasty, strident little man.
She was utterly still, not knowing whether to pretend she had seen nothing or check to see if Frank were okay.  He put a hand to his forehead but didn't move.  Nella closed her car door and watched him start.  He hadn't even seen her drive in.  He turned around and his face was dark red.  The ragged scar on his cheek pulsed purple.  Nella thought he was angry but he managed a small, tight smile and she realized he was only surprised and embarrassed.
"Good morning, Dr. Rider," he said, and his voice was smooth and calm.
"Are you okay?" she asked, circling her car towards him.  He rubbed the back of his neck and his smile loosened and grew. 
"I'm fine.  It's not like I've never been called a monster before.  I've even called myself worse on occasion.  Mr. Grant just doesn't understand that we're not practicing law from Before.  He wants things to work the same as they used to.  He thinks that the world just has this out of order sign temporarily tacked to it.  Any minute a maintenance guy is going to come along and plug the world back in and everything will go back to what it was."
Nella sighed.  "I doubt he's the only one that thinks that."
"He can't believe that this trial is about anything other than getting his client released.  He thinks that's my goal too.  Mr. Grant is expecting me to make some kind of deal with the prosecution by sacrificing Ann Connelly in return for a lighter sentence for Dr. Pazzo."
Mr. Courtlen walked to his trunk and waved his keys as he talked.  "I'm not stupid," he said, "I know my client is never going to walk out of here.  Hell, I probably won't even be able to stall his execution.  But that was never the point of all this."
Nella heard Sevita's words echo in her head as he disappeared behind the opening trunk lid.
"What is your goal Mr. Courtlen?" she asked.
He slammed the trunk.  "Well, it's to help my client to have his say and to find out about what really happened.  Dr. Pazzo has promised to tell the world the truth.  So I have promised to defend him as well as I could.  We both understand that he is not likely to escape this."
"And you believe him?" Nella kept her voice neutral.
Frank opened a black umbrella and walked up to her.  "Please," he said, holding it out for her, "It's cold out here."
Instead of reaching for it, Nella stepped underneath the umbrella with him.  He smelled almost impossibly clean, like fresh shaving foam and wind dried linen.  Nella was dismayed to realize that she had expected him to smell like the other Infected she had met during the Cure.  They had been putrid and coppery with rotten meat and dried blood.  She tried to put the memory from her head and scolded herself for her prejudice.
"Yes, I believe he's going to tell the truth," continued Frank, "I also believe he's guilty of at least helping to start this whole thing, because he admits it, as you will see.  But everyone deserves to say their piece.  Mr. Grant has this delusion that because I was Infected I have some affinity for Robert Pazzo.  But I have more reason to hate my client than many."  He watched her face as he spoke, "The things I've done, what I have lost- what we all have lost because of this terrible plague.  How could I be his friend?" 
He shook his head as if to clear it.  "I'm sorry.  It's cold and wet and I've kept you here complaining about unimportant things."  He touched her elbow and this time she didn't shudder.  "We should go in," he said.
"I think it is important," replied Nella as they walked toward the prison, "How can you defend him if you are convinced he is guilty?"
Mr. Courtlen laughed.  "I'm hardly the first lawyer to ever believe his client is guilty."
"No, I suppose not.  But if you hold him responsible for all of your loss-"
"Who is left in the world who doesn't hold him responsible for their losses?  Besides, it's far, far more complicated than it seems.  I believe he plans to start telling you the story today."
They reached the heavy glass door and Nella held it open for him as he shook the chill out of the umbrella.
"We didn't expect you this early though," he said.
"I was told that this was the best time to speak with Miss Connelly's council."  Nella felt guilty saying it, but pushed the feeling aside.
"Ah, I see," said Mr. Courtlen with a small smile, "Well, I'll see you later this morning then."
"Will ten o'clock be alright?"
"I think that will be fine.  I'll see you then, Dr. Rider."
And because he still seemed shrunken somehow, still red with embarrassment, she added, "I look forward to it."
His smile warmed and he stood a little straighter.  Nella walked down the hall to the metal detector without looking back at him.



The Teeth Must Gnash
 
 
Mr. Grant was pacing the hall in front of Ann Connelly's cell.  When he saw Nella, a grin split his round face so quickly that Nella felt queasy.  He quickly smothered the grin, but Nella was too distracted by the dull thuds coming from Ann's cell to notice.
She opened the cell door and saw Ann much changed from what she had been the day before.  Wells was trying to hold her back from flinging herself into the walls and Johnson was speaking calmly to her and holding a gloved hand between the prisoner's head and the wall as Ann whipped back and forth in frantic wriggles.  Both guards looked exhausted.
"What has happened?" asked Nella.
"Oh, thank goodness, Doc," sighed Wells, "We didn't think anyone was coming to help."
Nella gently but firmly held Ann's chin so she could make an examination of her.  "How long has she been like this?"
"Well, she started doing this sometime overnight.  The night shift said she seemed to be building up to it all evening."  Johnson ran a soothing hand over Ann's hair, trying to smooth it back into place.  Ann had slammed herself against the padded wall hard enough to bruise her left cheek and her lip had been bitten until it bled.  Ann's eyes skittered and leapt over everything.
"Has her physician been called?  Did he prescribe a sedative at all?" 
Mr. Grant trotted into the doorway as Nella asked.  She looked up from Ann's face in time to see Wells and Johnson exchange a disgusted glance at the lawyer's entrance.
"The doctor says he can't do anything for her since we've all been told she is not to have sedatives during the trial," Johnson mumbled.
"Did her physician order that?"  Nella knew it was the lawyer that had told them not to sedate Ann, but she wanted to make a point.
"No, Dr. Rider, it was me.  I need Ann to be aware and able to assist in her own defense," a slow oily smile oozed over Mr. Grant's face, "Unless, of course, you determine that she is incapable of doing that."
"With all due respect, Mr. Grant, you are not a physician," Ann whipped her head forward and Nella struggled to keep her from smacking her forehead on the wall, "Regardless of what I find, Miss Connelly cannot continue to live with these kinds of episodes without relief.  Being in a state of such extreme anxiety isn't helping her or your defense case."
"How am I supposed to put together a defense with a catatonic doll?" 
Nella tried to control her anger, but her voice was louder than she meant it to be.  "Mr. Grant, this conversation is over.  As her doctor, for Miss Connelly's safety and the safety of her guards I am recommending immediate sedation with lorazepam.  If you have an issue with this, take it up with Judge Hawkins.  But this is happening for now. As for your case, Mr. Grant, I recommend you take the day off.  Your assistance is not needed today."  Nella turned back toward Johnson.  "Do you have a supply on hand or should I request some doses from the military liaison?"  Nella could hear Mr. Grant spluttering with anger and without looking could picture his round face deep red and puffed with rage, but she didn't turn around to look.  Wells, though, was trying not to smile and failing.  Johnson shot him a warning look.  "Yeah, we've got it," she said, "Wells, go up to the Warden's office and tell him we need a dose of lorazepam."
"You sure?" asked Wells as he struggled to hold a thrashing Ann.
"The Doc and I can handle it.  Just hurry."
Johnson held Ann in a bear hug from behind while Nell kept Ann's head from banging against the wall.  Mr. Grant, still blustering wordlessly, skittered out of the room like a round beetle, followed by Wells.
"Do you have any idea what might have triggered this?" asked Nella over Ann's shoulder.  Johnson strained to see her.  "Well, begging your pardon, but no one's been able to get her to really talk about what happened until you.  I figured this must have been from digging up all those memories.  But there's no help for it.  Someone has to find out how all this happened."
"I apologize," said Nella, "next time I'll be more prepared.  I assumed her lawyer or at least the original investigators had already gone over it with her."
Ann snapped her teeth and Nella instinctively flinched.  
"No," said Johnson when Nella had recovered, "When the investigators found her, she was even worse than this.  They couldn't get her to calm down enough to talk.  And her lawyer-" Johnson scowled, "He's just waiting for you to declare her incompetent.  In fact, I'm sure his ban on sedation was in hopes that something exactly like this would happen while you were here.  He just wants to get the whole thing over with."
"He's never talked to her about what happened?" asked Nella, incredulous.
"The TEETH!  THE TEETH MUST GNASH THROUGH THE BEAST ROOM DOORS!" screamed Ann and Nella moved her hand, but too late.  Ann clamped her teeth down and twisted.  Nella sucked in a sizzling breath, but managed not to yell.  Ann immediately opened her mouth again and Nella quickly stepped back before Ann's jaw could snap shut again.
"Oh God!" said Johnson, watching the skin between Nella's thumb and finger split and swell with blood, "I forgot you didn't have gloves on.  Wells! Wells get back here!" she shouted, struggling to hold Ann still.  Nella saw tears streaming down Ann's cheek and she pushed Ann's tangled hair out of the prisoner's face with her good hand.
"It's okay Ann.  It's okay, I know you didn't mean to."
The pain in Nella's hand coupled with the natural, humid heat of the blood on her skin made Nella nauseous.  She tried not to imagine what it would have been like to be slowly torn apart by the teeth of several Infected.  Her whole body ached in empathy even as she pushed the thought out and carefully held Ann's forehead away from the wall she was trying to smash it on.  At last, Wells cam running back, a capped syringe and small glass bottle in his hand.
"Jesus, Doc, are you okay?" he asked.
Nella managed a small smile.  "Sure.  I just wasn't paying enough attention."  Wells handed Nella the bottle and syringe and took Johnson's place holding onto Ann.
Nella looked at the vial for a moment.  "Sorry," she said, "I don't think I can do this with one hand."
"Here," replied Johnson, "I'll do it, I was a combat medic."  Johnson filled the syringe.
"Okay Ann, officer Johnson is just going to give you something to help you sleep for a while.  Is that alright?"  Johnson waited for Ann to reply.
"Stop the teeth," sighed Ann, "Stop the teeth and the screaming beasts."
Johnson nodded.  "Yes, Ann, we'll stop the teeth and let you rest."
Ann didn't even flinch as Johnson administered the sedative.  She rocked back and forth, no longer thrashing but still frantic.
"Ann," said Nella, "Do you remember your mother and father?"
Ann stopped rocking.  She looked up and to everyone's surprise, Ann's eyes caught on Nella's face.
"Did they tell you bedtime stories Ann?  Can you tell me a bedtime story?"
Ann smiled.  Wells and Johnson shared a shocked glance.
"Once upon a time there was a queen who wanted a little girl very badly . . ." Ann began.  The queen hadn't even pricked her finger with her needle before Ann was slurring and drooping.  Johnson helped her lie down.
"Come on, Doc," whispered Wells, "You need to get to the infirmary."
Nella hesitated for a moment.  Johnson looked up from smoothing Ann's hair.  "Don't worry, I'll be here and she's going to sleep like a log for a while.  Thanks for standing up to Grant, Dr. Rider.  He's been worse than useless this whole time."  
Johnson grinned and Nella thought it made her look nicer.  "No problem," Nella said grimly.  A burst of pain splashed over her and she followed Wells out of the cell and down the hall, trying to hold her hand against the cloth of her skirt so she wouldn't drip on the floor.
"We'll be at the infirmary in a sec and the nurse will clean you up."  He looked at her hand doubtfully.  "I think you might need stitches," he said.
Nella gently covered the bite with her good hand.  The wound sizzled and popped, a burning flare in her mind.  She said a silent prayer that the infirmary was still stocked with increasingly rare and desirable modern pain killers.
The officers in the infirmary were kind, but Nella suspected she had more actual medical training than any of the nurses.  Still, she thought her hand would heal without too big of a scar.  The drug cabinet had been stocked, but its pain killers were limited.  It seemed even the military could no longer procure medical grade narcotics.  Nella was thankful she didn't need major surgery.  She looked at the two slim, white tablets in her palm.  Nella was no addict, but as the pills slid down her throat, she thought that the production of a simple aspirin tablet might be what would launch what remained of humanity back into a civilization. 
The nurse patted her on the shoulder and gave her a compassionate smile.  "Be careful," the nurse said, "I know it's just aspirin, but if you've had the same experience as the rest of us, it's been a while since you've taken one.  It will probably hit you faster than you expect and make you dizzy."
Nella laughed.  "You know, I used to pop these like breath mints when I was in college for headaches."
"Didn't we all?" asked the nurse, "and now you'd be hard pressed to find anyone under 20 who remembers even having seen one."  They were both quiet for a moment.  Then the nurse roused herself, "Ah, but I'm sure we'll be making them again soon, don't you think?"
Nella nodded.  "If they were able to bring us hot showers within a year, I'm sure someone is working on aspirin tabs after eight."
Nella felt the buzzing numbness of the aspirin spread down her arm.  She looked down at herself.  The side of her skirt was stiff and purple where she had pressed her hand.  She looked around for her suit jacket and winced as she saw the spatter on it.  At least her shirt was unstained.  "Do you have a sink I can use?" she asked the nurse, "I have another appointment and I can't go like this."
"You sure honey?" asked the nurse kindly, "I think they'd understand if you rescheduled."
"No, I need to keep this one and I'm already late.  Besides-" Nella laughed, "I don't think I can drive while the aspirin is working.  I must be becoming a lightweight."
Nella was still desperately scrubbing the hem of her skirt with a wet towel when Mr. Courtlen walked into the infirmary.
"I heard Dr. Rider has been injured-" he began speaking to the nurse.
Nella looked up and dropped the towel into the red laundry bin.  "I'm okay," she said, more brightly than she felt, "I'm sorry I'm late, I was just trying to clean up."  She waved her good hand across the remaining bits of blood.
"Of course, no need to apologize."
"I'll be right there.  I've just got to get some books out of the car that Dr. Pazzo wanted."
"Let me do that for you."
Nella hesitated.
"You're injured," said Mr. Courtlen, "I won't search for any case notes or anything, I swear."  Mr. Courtlen held up his right hand and grinned.
Nella fumbled for the keys.  "Thank you," she said, "There is a box in the trunk.
"No problem."  Frank closed his hand around the keys, brushing her palm with the tips of his fingers.  He was so warm.  Nella kept expecting his skin to be cold and damp like an Infected.  She shook her head.  She had to stop thinking of the Cured as they had been when they first woke up.  It had been six years since the Infected had started being Cured.  Did she really know no one else who had been Cured?  She was startled to realize that she did not.  She didn't even know what happened to them after they left the medical camps she had worked in.  Oh, she knew that a great deal of them- something like thirty percent committed suicide and almost half of those remaining had lasting psychological problems like depression and addictions.  It was constantly in Sevita's broadcasts.  But Nella didn't know how or where they lived, if they kept to themselves or mingled with the Immune population. But then, Nella reasoned, she didn't even know her next door neighbors.
She was late to meet Dr. Pazzo.  Nella put herself back together as best she could and headed back down the hallway to the common room.



We're All Villains
 
 
"Good morning, Dr. Rider.  I had heard there was some unpleasantness with Miss Connelly this morning.  Do you wish to reschedule?"  Dr. Pazzo tried to look gentle and sympathetic, but his desiccated skull made him look sinister instead. Nella tried to sit at the plastic picnic table without thumping her wounded hand.  
"No, thank you Dr. Pazzo, I'm fine."
"Good, good.  I have all the time in the world of course, but the world- well, the world doesn't have all that much time left in it.  So better to have this over quickly."
"You keep saying that Dr. Pazzo.  Care to tell me why you think the world is in danger?" asked Nella.
"We'll get to that," said Dr. Pazzo and Nella swallowed a smirk at his deflection.  "As I said, I hate to repeat myself, so we'll wait for Mr. Courtlen before we go into it.  I want to show you both some of the video diaries I made during the onset of the Plague.  I requested that they be made available for my defense after I was Cured and taken into custody."
"So you knew even at the beginning of the Plague that you would be arrested?"
"Come now, Dr. Rider.  That's not really the question you wanted to ask.  Drop the therapist facade and have some intestinal fortitude."
"Very well.  Are you saying that you knew how devastating this Plague would be from the very beginning?"
Dr. Pazzo grinned, but it was a bitter, angry grin.  His teeth glimmered like fresh boiled bone. "Yes," he said.
"Yet you warned no one?  You just waited to be caught?"
Dr. Pazzo sighed.  "What could I have done?  The bacteria had already been released.  I had even taken Ann to the hospital during the incubation period because the symptoms didn't match what was expected.  When I realized that it was, in fact, our bacteria that caused her aggression and irrationality, the best I could do is isolate us and hope that we hadn't been infectious to others yet.  Of course, I didn't know Dr. Schneider would be able to break out.  I had hoped someone would find my notes, but I never dreamed we'd survive to be put on trial."
"Would you have fled if you'd known you would end up here?"
Dr. Pazzo frowned and his face was filled with gothic angles, a breathing statue.  "No.  There was no fleeing from this.  Besides, I hate it when the villains get away in the end."
"Do you think you are a villain Dr. Pazzo?"
"Is anyone who is now living not a villain?  Did you really not kill anyone in the past eight years to survive?  Or let someone else die so you could escape?"
Nella was silent, watching the guard behind Dr. Pazzo shift self consciously.  The prisoner's voice rose and his face began to blanch.  "Oh, but those were just 'zombies' you killed, right doctor?  Just monsters without compassion, without souls.  Wrong!"
Dr. Pazzo slammed his open hand down on the table and bright droplets of spit flew from his frowning mouth.  Nella didn't flinch, but sat calmly, as if she were the calm heart of a storm.
"Those people were ill Dr. Rider.  Not only did the Immunes kill sick people, they killed sick people who ultimately could have been cured.  People that could have led normal lives again.  People with spouses and parents and siblings.  People with children.  Tell me doctor, do you really think the Immune survivors deserved to live any more than the Infected?"
"Of course not," answered Nella in a steady, clear voice, but her heart slammed angrily into her rib cage.  There wasn't supposed to be a cure, she thought, they TOLD us they were mindless, relentless.  A victim of their own urges.  Unnatural and utterly incurable.  That's what the government said from the beginning.  How were we supposed to know that was wrong?  
Mr. Courtlen walked into the room with the box of books.  Nella looked at his open, friendly face, partly shattered with scars, and was stricken with guilt.  She did not let it show.
"Don't mistake me doctor," continued the prisoner, "I'd have done the same in your place in order to survive.  My point was simply that we are all guilty now.  Murderers and looters, each of us."
Dr. Pazzo paused in time to observe Nella watching Mr. Courtlen.  He squinted, making his shrunken eyes even smaller and more menacing.  "Even Frank here.  You wouldn't think it to see that gentle, honest face, but that's why he makes such a good criminal defense attorney.  Do you know, Dr. Rider, how they found him when he was Cured?"
"Dr. Pazzo, this is neither the time nor the company to discuss my-"  Mr. Courtlen began quickly, but the prisoner spoke over him.
"He was covered in infected bites and scratches from the child that originally brought the Plague into his bunker.  He had a festering bullet hole through his hand and into his shoulder where his wife, an Immune, had shot him in a desperate attempt to survive and a jagged slice taken out of his face from the same battle.  For months his body suffered infection, his flesh rotting around him untreated.  For months his brain, that intelligent, articulate mind that he's always had, was reduced to indiscriminate rage, tormenting hunger and pain.  Around him were the clean, gnawed bones of his wife and the child.  He ate her alive Dr. Rider.  You've had just a hint of that this morning.  You can't imagine what a brutal death it must be.  I hope he started with her throat so she didn't have to suffer long."  Mr. Courtlen dropped the box of books on the table and walked out of the room without speaking.  "And when he woke up, he was so traumatized he couldn't speak for months.  Who was the villain?  Maybe the question should be who are the good guys?  Because they don't seem to be around any more."
Dr. Pazzo coolly picked through the books.  Nella sat in silent shock for a moment.  
"You think I'm naive," she said quietly, "But if you've done your research, you know I've worked with the Cured for six years now.  The conditions they survived in no longer surprise or frighten me, they just make me sad.  I realize you are feeling powerless and are frantic to change the dynamic by shocking me or withholding what you seem to think is vital information.  And I know you are trying to feel more powerful by exposing Mr. Courtlen, but I'm warning you, it's going to backfire.  It's in your best interest at this point to be civil with anyone who is trying to help you.  The world isn't on your side.  Mr. Courtlen is."
Dr. Pazzo stared at her.  He turned toward one of the guards.  "Would you please fetch my lawyer?  I want to have this over with as soon as possible.  Thank you."  He smiled sweetly at the officer and Nella felt a stone growing cold and tight in her belly.
When Mr. Courtlen returned, Nella blushed in empathetic embarrassment.  He sat next to her without looking at her.  Dr. Pazzo sat alone on the far side of the table.  Nella stood up abruptly.  "You know," she said, "I think I will postpone this meeting.  After everything that's happened, I don't think I'm comfortable continuing today.  Dr. Pazzo, I will see you tomorrow instead," she turned to Mr. Courtlen and held out her unbitten hand.  "I'm so sorry for wasting your time Mr. Courtlen."  She tried not to flinch as the rough scar tissue in his palm brushed against her.  Dr. Pazzo sneered and pretended to ignore them, his face ugly with anger.
Nella was halfway down the hall when Mr. Courtlen caught up.  "I would have told you, eventually.  Everyone knows the story," he said, and she stopped and looked at him.  "It's not even that original of a story, I'm sure hundreds of people have a story that's similar."  He blushed as he met her eyes, "Still, I wish he hadn't told you that way.  I'm sorry."
Nella was quiet for a long moment.  "Are you hungry?" she said at last.
"What?" asked Mr. Courtlen, confused.
"It's been a pretty awful day.  For both of us."  Nella held up her bandaged hand.  "I'm done for today.  How about you?"
Frank smiled and the tension seemed to slide out of his limbs. "Yeah, I'm done feeling like a punching bag for today too."
"Come on," she said, and pulled out the extra dose of aspirin the nurse had given her.  "I'll buy you lunch if you'll drive."



The Diner
 
 
They ended up at a diner.  Nella hadn't ever been inside before, and it was busy, catering mostly to the electric plant's workmen and laborers from the Farm.  She was surprised and pleased to be surrounded by so many others.  Frank worked his way through the crowd to the back and found them a table.  Nella sat down, her head a little dizzy.
"Are you okay?" asked Frank, leaning over the table toward her.
Nella grinned in genuine comfort.  "Yes, I just haven't heard this many voices talking at once in- I don't know, years?  Do you eat here a lot?"
Frank shrugged, "Once in a while.  They have good food and I know many of the regulars."  He looked around with a smile.  "Not the kind of place you'll be able to talk confidentially though," he said, raising his voice to be heard.  They were late for the lunch rush and the diner soon emptied, but the comfortable bustle of the waitstaff and kitchen still filled it with life and warmth and Nella was happy they had come.
"How's your hand?" asked Frank.  She opened and closed it gently.
"Sore, but not too bad.  It should be okay in a few days."
"Look, I'm sorry for how Dr. Pazzo acted today.  He's not usually like this."
Nella shook her head.  "You're his lawyer, not his mother.  You aren't responsible for what he says. Besides, he's just flexing his muscles, trying to make us both uncomfortable."
An older lady with an eyepatch and a clawmark wriggling down her arm gently laid a cup of grain coffee in front of them.  Nella smiled at her and Frank thanked her.  He turned back to Nella, absently stirring the cup although there was neither sugar nor milk on the table.
"Aren't you?" he asked.
"Am I what?"
"Uncomfortable."
"I worked in the Cure camps for two years.  It was my job to listen to far worse stories than yours.  Before that, I worked in a mental hospital where I heard stories beyond anything Dr. Pazzo has up his sleeve.  He's going to have to try a lot harder to shock me."  She leaned forward and put her hand near his on the table.  "You shouldn't let him make you uncomfortable either.  He's only trying to make himself feel more powerful."
Frank smiled, but it wasn't a happy smile.  "Nothing he's said isn't true."  He put down the spoon and slid back, his legs brushing by hers as they stretched out.  
"Just because he aired your dirty laundry doesn't mean nobody else has any.  Including him.  And Mr. Grant."   Nella frowned at the bad taste his name left in her mouth.  She looked up and saw Frank watching her.  She smiled gently.  "And me," she said.
He was silent, but he continued to watch her.  She blushed.  The waitress brought their food.
"Why did you agree to do this trial?" he asked.
"The simplest answer is that I was asked to do it.  You don't really say no to the Military Governor if he asks you for a favor.  And he told me about Ann.  I hope that I can help her.  He told me it would be one of the most important trials in history we needed to be sure that it was fair."  Nella sighed.  "Although, from the attitudes of the people I've spoken with, that seems to be an incredibly optimistic view."
"Dr. Rider, I know I said that acquitting Dr. Pazzo wasn't my goal-"
Nella shrugged.  "You were just being realistic," she interrupted.
"I hope this world is still as decent as you seem to think it is.  I hope that, whatever the outcome, the trial is fair.  I just don't expect it."
They ate in a comfortable silence.  The waitress brought their check.  Nella sighed. "What's wrong? Is your hand hurting?" Frank asked.
Nella smiled.  "No, I just don't want to leave yet.  This was nice.  Well, this part of the day anyway."
Frank laughed.  "Really?  I haven't just depressed you more?"
"It's nice to just be able to be me and not a psychiatrist for a while.  Even if our conversation wasn't light.  It's nice to be around normal people, doing normal things."
"We can come back."
Nella smiled and paid the bill.
The day had turned gray and dull as they returned to the prison.  Yesterday's snow was slithering into the gutters in dirty silver slumps.  Frank stopped the car next to hers.  "Has the aspirin worn off enough?  Will you be okay to get home?" he asked.
Nella slid out of the car.  "I'm fine," she said, "and I'll go slow.  It's not like there's much to run into any more."
"That's true.  But if it snows-"
"It's okay, I'm just down the road.  I'll see you tomorrow." She began to shut the door and changed her mind.  She leaned down to see Frank's face.  "Mr. Courtlen- maybe it's not my place to say- we don't know each other that well.  But since no one else seems to have told you, I guess I will.  You don't deserve to be treated the way Mr. Grant and Dr. Pazzo did today.  What you did when you were sick- none of us can say we were any better.  Not the Cured or the Immunes."  Nella blushed.  "Okay, good night," she said and shut the door before he could respond.  
She found he had parked in the same spot the next morning and half expected him to be sitting in his car in the same clothes as the day before.  But he was inside already, laughing with Officer Kembrey and Terry, the nervous soldier was nowhere in sight.
"Good morning Dr. Rider," said Stan, "I heard you were injured.  Are you feeling better today?"
"Yes," Nella lied.  The pain had been flashy and sizzling all morning and the willow tea she'd had was a very poor substitute for the little aspirin pills she'd run out of.  
"Good.  You'll be glad to know that Ann has been doing fine today, thanks to your orders and we haven't heard a peep."
"That's great news.  Maybe we'll start to make some progress now."
Stan exchanged a quick glance with Mr. Courtlen.  Nella ignored it.  "I guess you'll be wanting Frank then," he said.
Nella smiled.  "If you're ready Mr. Courtlen."
"As I'll ever be," said Frank, "Have a good day Stan."
Officer Kembrey waved them off.  "How long have you two known each other?" 
"Stan?  He was at the prison before I even got here.  We play poker sometimes with a group.  And I introduced him to his wife.  She was in the same Cure camp as me.  He's a good friend."
They had reached the dented metal door.  "Last chance.  You can go home and call in sick if you want," said Frank with a grin.
"No," sighed Nella, "let's get this over with."
Dr. Pazzo was already sitting at the plastic picnic table as if he'd never left.  Nella sat down across from him.  Mr. Courtlen sat next to her rather than crossing to his client.  She guessed that he hadn't forgiven him for yesterday yet.
"We're all ready then?" Dr. Pazzo asked brightly, as if nothing had happened, "Good, let's start the show."
A guard wheeled in an old black television set and Nella took advantage of Dr. Pazzo's distraction.  She lightly squeezed Frank's arm and gave him a comforting smile when he looked over at her.  She was relieved that he smiled back.
 



Infection
 
 
"This is video diary number thirty-five in the Recharge Project.  I am Dr. Gerta Schneider.  Assisting is Dr. Robert Pazzo and Anne Connelly."
Nella stared at the attractive blonde woman on the screen.  She could swear she'd seen the woman somewhere, but she couldn't place the memory.
"As previous videos have stated, the goal of the Recharge Project is to develop a vector that can administer both a dopamine pre-cursor and amphetamine to the brain for a very specific amount of time.  The goal being to provide those with high pressure occupations such as police officers, medical personnel or soldiers with a safe and effective alternative to pharmaceutical substitutes."
A very young Dr. Pazzo spoke up from the background.  "We also want to address long term treatments for post traumatic stress.  Don't forget to say that."
"Yes Robert, I was just going to get to that," said Dr. Schneider, but Nella thought she looked anything but gracious.  Dr. Schneider turned back to the camera, her arms crossing her chest.  "We have encountered numerous pitfalls while choosing a vector, trying to find a harmless bacteria that is resistant to most commonly prescribed antibiotics, so that it will be effective in a majority of cases without complications.  We also needed to find a bacteria that could easily infect the central nervous system without causing inflammation which could cause side effects.  At last, we have chosen a weak strain of antibiotic resistant streptococcus.  It should not make the host ill, but can withstand courses of almost all antibiotics on the market today, ensuring that this will benefit almost everyone.  This video diary is being made to document our first animal test."
The screen blinked for a minute and was suddenly focused on a window into a room filled with cages.
"Wait, can you pause this please?" asked Nella.
The guard paused the video and Dr. Pazzo looked at her expectantly.  "Are you having trouble with the jargon Dr. Rider?" he asked.
"I don't think so," she said, "From what I understand you were trying to make a natural drug that caused euphoria, alertness and extra focus without causing side effects."
"That's correct."
"But you chose a virtually unstoppable bacterium as your delivery system, why?"
"Well, we chose to use bacteria in order to get a more natural bump in delivery as opposed to a huge spike than would come from injecting a drug.  It was meant to be used to aid people, not for recreation."
"No," said Mr. Courtlen suddenly, "I don't think Dr. Rider was asking why you chose bacteria, I think her question was why you chose an incurable one."
Nella could see the scar on his cheek flashing red against his pale face.  His voice was steady but she could see his anger rising.
"If we'd chosen something susceptible to antibiotics it would have been wiped out before it even had a chance to work.  Anytime it was given to someone who had caught an STD or the flu and went to the doctor and was given a round of medicine, it would have killed a more vulnerable strain.  Besides, it was supposed to be weak, so the host's body would naturally defeat it, but not until after the amphetamine and dopamine precursor were delivered.  It was incurable because it was supposed to be harmless."
"So what happened?" Mr. Courtlen hissed.
Dr. Pazzo shifted nervously in his seat.  "Watch and see," he said and indicated that the guard should start the video again.  The screen again showed the window into the room with animal cages.  Two figures in light blue biohazard suits came into view.  One of them pressed a button near the window and spoke into the intercom.  
"We are administering the first dose via injection.  After today, this room's air will be filtered in a closed system where the streptococcus bacteria that the animals breathe out will be refreshed with more amphetamine and dopamine precursors.  The goal is to monitor both short and long term effects of exposure."  The speaker was Dr. Pazzo.  The other figure was busy opening one cage door after another and administering the bacteria.
"For this series of tests we are using Macaque monkeys."
A young woman stepped in front of the camera smiling.  "For all my animal rights friends, I just want you to know for the record, we've done our research, this should be completely harmless to the monkeys.  They should feel happier and more alert.  Also, they are only in the cages for the administration of the injections.  You'll be happy to know that the room behind me opens into a communal living area for the Macaques once they have received their injection."
"Thank you Ann," said Dr. Pazzo.
Nella could actually hear the eye roll in his voice.  She felt a pang of sadness as the pretty young woman walked out of frame.  So that was Ann as she had once been.  The video reeled on, silent now as the two doctors administered the injections.  
"Was Ann your student?" she asked.
"No, she was Gerta's intern.  She was in all ways the responsible party when it came to Ann's fate."  Dr. Pazzo's mouth twisted, as if he'd tasted something rotten.  
"Ann's fate?"
"Just watch," Dr. Pazzo spat.
Someone focused the camera more closely on the cages but the animals seemed calm and Nella was unsurprised when the screen went black a few moments later.
"I'm going to save you hundreds of hours of recording.  Results were normal across the board.  No aberrations, no warning signs for four weeks.  In fact, I think the test was going exactly as planned until the video I'm about to show you."  Dr. Pazzo paused and leaned toward them over the table.  His expression was solemn.  "I think this day was when the Plague actually began."
Nella felt a painful tide of tight goosebumps cascade down her arm and over her wounded hand. 
The screen blinked and a haggard Dr. Pazzo appeared.  His eyes had great dark pouches beneath them and his jaw was shadowed with a patchy brown beard.  He scrubbed his face with one hand.  Nella thought he looked overly stressed for someone with a flawless experiment and she began to grow suspicious.
"Um . . . Okay.  This is video diary number . . . 69.  There is nothing new to report, all quiet on the monkey front.  Seriously Gerta, I don't know why we need to be doing round the clock observation when we're filming all this.  And when are you going to show up for your shift?  Ann and I are ragged."  Young Dr. Pazzo shrugged.  "You won't even look at this tape anyway.  But I'll make the morning report regardless."  Dr. Pazzo's face split into a bitter grin.  He held up a clipboard.  "Okay, the animals are consistent in their activity, logging three more hours on average of play movement.  Their natural sleep cycles are still reduced to three point five hours . . ."  Dr. Pazzo kept talking but Nella completely forgot to listen.  Behind the haggard figure of the scientist was the window into the animal room. The cages had been moved and Nella could see a climbing habitat with several monkeys actively interacting.  In the center of the habitat, sitting on the floor, was Ann.  She was asleep in the contaminated room in her street clothes.  As Nella watched, Ann stirred and yawned.
"Oh my god."
"What is it?" asked Mr. Courtlen.  He had obviously been listening to Dr. Pazzo's report.  Nella got up and walked to the television.  She skipped the video back a few seconds and pointed with a shaking finger to Ann.  Nella stood mesmerized as the video reeled on.  Ann got up and exited the animal room.  Dr. Pazzo was continuing his report, completely oblivious to the fact that his intern was now carrying the special strep strain on her clothes, her breath, her sweat.  Mr. Courtlen began to stand as he watched the figure of Ann walk up behind Dr. Pazzo, as if he could somehow physically stop what had happened.  Ann reached an arm around the shoulder of Dr. Pazzo and she kissed his ear suggestively.  Nella winced thinking of the thousands of bacterium that had just been introduced directly into Dr. Pazzo's system.
Dr. Pazzo turned toward Ann.  "Hey," he hissed, "Not on camera."
"Oh relax," she said, smiling broadly, "No one is ever going to watch this disc and you know it."
Dr. Pazzo relented and turned toward Ann and kissed her on the mouth. Nella felt nauseous.  She walked slowly back toward the table and sank unsteadily into her seat.  Dr. Pazzo was looking down at his hands, not raising his eyes to see either their reaction or his younger self in love upon the screen.
"How did you get so much energy?" asked Dr. Pazzo, still oblivious.  "I'm completely wiped out."
"I have my ways," Ann grinned mischievously, "No sign of Dr. Schneider?"
"No.  I don't think she's showing up today.  Listen, do you mind taking a turn for a while at the computers?  I'm so tired of staring at screens.  If I could just get an hour's nap I'll be okay."
"Sure," said Ann brightly, still hanging on his hip.  The two walked out of frame and the camera was left watching monkeys swing and climb through the glass window.
Nella turned to look at the prisoner.  "You think this was the first time Ann went into the animal room without a suit?"
Dr. Pazzo shook his head but didn't look up from his hands.  "No, but it is the first evidence I can find of it.  From her incubation period and the alteration of the monkeys' behavior, she must have been infected for two weeks before this video."
"How can that be?" asked Mr. Courtlen, "You said that you taped everything."
Now Dr. Pazzo looked up and Nella saw his thin face drawn even tighter with anger.  "When Dr. Schneider was on shift, she took the camera into the lab so she could talk continuously to it and document her work.  Any of those shifts Ann could have gone into the animal room.  I know Dr. Schneider was the one that persuaded her to do it in the first place."
"Why? Why would Dr. Schneider risk Ann or even her experimental results by infecting a human?" Nella asked.
"Dr. Schneider was convinced the bacteria was rendered harmless, and all the results seemed to be showing that.  But she was impatient.  The tests would have had to continue for months, years maybe before human trials could begin.  She wanted her results now, not later.  So Dr. Schneider left us alone to do round the clock observations for longer and longer periods.  And then, when we would go home for some sleep there would inevitably be some trivial 'emergency' just a few hours later and we'd be called back in.  She was hoping one of us would crack from the exhaustion.  We were both bordering on irrational at that point.  If Ann hadn't been persuaded to take advantage of the 'free boost' of dopamine in the animal room, then I eventually would have made a mistake.  With my suit or the door or a sample.  Infection was pretty much inevitable.  And Dr. Schneider made sure of that."
Mr. Courtlen shook his head.  "I don't understand.  You said the experiment was going smoothly.  How did we go from happy, besotted, alert interns to- well, to enraged cannibal?"
Dr. Pazzo scratched his cheek as he thought about his answer.  Nella wondered if he were getting ready to lie. 
"Of course, I can't be sure because by the time I realized what was going on, I didn't have time to conduct a real laboratory examination, not the kind I would want to do.  But my guess is that either one of the monkeys or Ann herself were carriers of a competing strain of strep bacteria.  Either that, or the strain we had infected the monkeys with just mutated as it passed into a human.  It caused swelling in the brain.  That's why the first symptoms were shambling or uncoordinated movement.  It was followed by aggression and eventually uncontrollable pica- cannibalism in this case."
"And it couldn't be cured because you used an antibiotic resistant strain," sighed Nella.
Dr. Pazzo raised his hands and held his head, pulling at the thin strands of hair that were left on his scarred skull.  "That's not the worst of it," he mumbled.  Nella was startled to find herself empathizing with the man's distress, even after his nastiness.
"What do you mean?" asked Mr. Courtlen.
"Normally when people get a strep infection they manifest symptoms within three days, like sore throats, colds, earaches, rashes.  Things that would send people to their doctors.  With a normal strep infection the medical community would have been alerted very quickly.  With this strain, nothing happened for four to six weeks.  Even I didn't see it until week five or six in Ann and I was trained to look for it."  Dr. Pazzo stopped talking and took great shuddering breaths.  Nella thought he must be crying.
"Jesus.  Five weeks.  How many international flights could have delivered the Plague in that amount of time?"  Mr. Courtlen sat stunned.
Not just planes and boats and cars, Nella thought, How many crowded movie theaters and shopping centers is that?  How many hospital waiting rooms when symptoms did start being recognized?

"The world had already died by the time I found out.  It just didn't know it yet," Dr. Pazzo sobbed, and Nella felt a pang of sympathy for him, "What was I supposed to do?  What good would warning people do?  It was already too late."
"Maybe we should take a break," suggested Nella in a gentle voice.  Dr. Pazzo was still audibly weeping and Mr. Courtlen looked shell shocked and was completely still.  Nella stood up.  She gently squeezed Frank's shoulder as she passed behind him.  He shook himself.  
"Yes I think that's a good idea.  Robert, perhaps we should call it a day.  I'm sure Dr. Rider can ask the nurse to give you something to help you sleep."
Dr. Pazzo laughed bitterly.  "Why should I get to sleep peacefully Frank?  When everyone else is troubled.  I know how rare sedatives are these days.  Since I am the author of all this," he raised his hands and spread his arms around him, "why should I be the one that sleeps?  Besides, we can't stop now.  There is no time."
And for the first time Nella felt a cool stone of nervous doubt at the base of her throat.  Maybe he wasn't bluffing.
"At least let's take a break then.  We'll come back in an hour okay?"
Dr. Pazzo nodded looking defeated.  "Yes, that's acceptable," he said, "but we need to finish the diaries today.  We can talk about what happens next tomorrow."
The stone in Nella's throat grew heavier and icy.  "I thought you said we had enough time," said Nella.  
"We do.  All the time that's left in the world."  Dr. Pazzo stood up from the table and shuffled down the hall toward his cell.  Frank stared after him and then shook his head.  He looked around and saw Nella still standing behind him.  He smiled to break the tension.  
"Come on," he said, "I'll buy you the worst lunch you've ever eaten."
Nella laughed and immediately felt better. "I don't know," she said, "I've seen some pretty rough times in the past eight years.  It can't be as bad as the medical camp food."
"Want to bet?" he said and walked with her toward the cafeteria.
 



We Never Even Had a Chance
 
 
It really was one of the worst meals Nella had eaten in a long while.  She didn't care.  The cafeteria was bright and open after the windowless cell block.  A few administrative personnel and infirmary staff were scattered over the area, but for the most part she and Mr. Courtlen were isolated from the quiet conversations of the others.
Nella looked at the shriveled pile of canned fruit on her plate.  She sighed and then laughed.
"What is it?" asked Frank
"I was just thinking how much I miss bananas.  A peanut butter and banana sandwich.  I think I miss bananas more than I missed hot showers."
"Hmm, I don't know if I would go that far, but a banana would be pretty wonderful.  I never would have imagined that I would go almost a decade without fresh tropical fruit.  I wonder what parents feed their infants now?"
Nella poked the shrunken pear with her fork. "Not this I hope.  Maybe after the trial I'll buy a boat and sail to New Guinea and start a banana farm."
"I can think of worse places to retire."
Nella was trying to keep both of their minds off of the disturbing task still before them.  "What do you want to do after this is over?"
He leaned back in the plastic chair.  "I hadn't really thought about it.  Everything's moved so fast, I'm still not entirely sure how I got this far," he perked up, "Maybe I'll come with you.  I'll start a pineapple plantation next door.  It'll be our cover, we'll really be partners in a rum running operation.  I'll cook the books, you cook the rum."
Nella laughed.  "Deal.  You take the east half of the island, I'll take the west side."
"Wow," he said, "that was easy." He raised his coffee to his lips and suddenly stopped. "Wait, why the west side?"
Nella shrugged.  "I like to sleep on the left side of the bed."
Frank coughed on his coffee.  He laughed deeply and it was like a warm wind rolled across the world.  Nella could count on one hand the times she'd heard anyone laugh so freely in the past several years.  For a moment she was bewildered by it.  A guard walked up to their table and Nella felt a pang of real regret knowing their break was over.  Even the guard looked hesitant to interrupt.
"Mr. Courtlen, Dr. Rider, the prisoner's ready to begin again."
Frank straightened up and began tidying up his tray.  "Thank you, we'll be right there," he said.
The guard walked back toward the cell block.  Frank looked at Nella.  "Are you ready? Are you still in pain? We can stop at the infirmary if you like."
"No thank you, I'll be okay.  Besides, the aspirin makes it hard to concentrate."
They both stood up from the table.  "Listen," Nella touched his wrist to stall him, "Did you know all of this before you saw it on the video?"
Mr. Courtlen's brow tightened and he looked troubled.  "The version he told me was- well, it was highly edited.  I'm not a medical professional, so I still don't know if I quite grasp all of it.  But I knew it was Ann who was first infected and I knew Dr. Schneider had coerced her into tampering with the experiment.  But I didn't know they started with a resistant strain.  And I didn't know that it had been kept secret for so long."  He rubbed the scar on his cheek with two fingers.  "Six weeks.  We never even had a chance did we?"
Nella shook her head.  "Maybe a few rural populations wouldn't have been reached by then, but the cities would have been heavily infected.  And then as the outbreak began, infected people would have fled to those rural areas without even knowing they were carriers.  But you're his lawyer.  Why didn't he tell you all of this?"
"I don't know.  He hasn't told anyone this much. The other doctors- he wasn't lying when he said you were the fifth one.  He'd string them along with the same version I got until they started asking him personal questions and he'd try to get them to answer personal questions of their own.  And when they wouldn't answer, he'd refuse to see them again."
"What kind of personal questions?"
"Well, he usually asked them what they did to survive the Plague or what they did to help the Cure."
"So why hasn't he asked me?"
Mr. Courtlen shrugged and picked up his tray.  "I can only assume it's because your history with the Cure is already well known.  It was clear to me that the judges were tired of trying to placate Dr. Pazzo and decided to hire you to work some kind of miracle on Miss Connelly rather than do much with Dr. Pazzo.  They are expecting her to tell the whole story.  But it looks like Dr. Pazzo decided to start telling it anyway."
"Mr. Courtlen," she said, and the icy boulder that had lodged in her throat reappeared, "I'm starting to think you were right about Dr. Pazzo."
"What do you mean?"
"I think he really has something important to tell us.  I don't think it's a bluff anymore.  And I don't think it is anything good."
Mr. Courtlen stared at her.  "What do you think he's trying to tell us?"
She felt sweat spring out on her forehead and tears prickled in the corners of her eyes.  She whispered so the scattered occupants of the cafeteria wouldn't overhear.  "I don't think we've seen the last of the Plague." 
 



How It Spread
 
 
Dr. Pazzo had recovered his usual reserve, but Nella's chest was tight with anxiety.  She'd seen no indication of madness in Dr. Pazzo yet, nor did she expect to.  Beyond a fairly normal case of narcissism and an understandably high level of depression, he was remarkably healthy.  His hints of withholding vital information were all the more frightening to Nella because of this.  She could see, however, that Mr. Courtlen was becoming more suspicious of his client.  Nella was increasingly convinced that Dr. Pazzo was telling the truth.
They resumed their seats.  Nella heaved an inward sigh at the contrast between the bright and airy cafeteria and the grim, hunched narrowness of the cell block.  She was glad she would get to walk out at the end of the day.
"Dr. Pazzo," she began, "You said it took you several weeks to notice Ann's symptoms.  How did you finally find out that she was infected?"
"It was the day I took her to the hospital.  She had accidentally cut herself on some broken glassware.  If I had known what we were dealing with at that point, the cut would have been enough for me to suspect something."
"What do you mean?"
"Ann was never klutzy, but over a few days preceding this incident she was stumbling pretty often.  I thought it was the exhaustion.  She would slur her speech every so often as well and we had some really nasty fights in those last couple of days.  What else should I have thought?  It was a normal reaction to lack of sleep.  But- well let me show you."
The video began again.  The camera was still focused on the window into the animal room.  The monkeys seemed sluggish, but Nella thought, perhaps it was the beginning or end of their sleep cycle.  Somewhere off the screen came a loud, splintering crash as glassware was dropped.  
"Oh Jesus, Ann.  Oh God.  Are you all right?"  Dr. Pazzo's voice moved away and Nella heard Ann mumbling but couldn't hear what she said. 
"Okay, just stay there.  Don't. Move." Nella heard footsteps run past the camera which tilted as Dr. Pazzo ran past. Now it pointed partly into the lab.  Nella could see computer screens and equipment as well as the animal room in the corner of the screen.  She still couldn't see Ann but could hear her whimpering.  Something black thudded across the screen.  It was Dr. Pazzo.  
"Here, we have to keep pressure on it.  Look at me Ann, I need to call for help.  Can you keep pressure on it?"
Nella didn't hear any response from Ann.  She heard the quick skid of Dr. Pazzo's shoes as he ran back toward the camera followed by a stumbling, irregular trot that was Ann. They came on screen, Dr. Pazzo dragging Ann and pressing a towel onto her upper arm.  He fumbled with a phone for a minute, trying to dial with one hand and hold Ann's arm with the other.  "Hello?" his voice was shaky and loud, "I need an ambulance at-" 
Nella tuned the rest out. She was watching Ann intently.  Ann was not looking at anything in particular, her eyes wandering in the pattern Nella now recognized.  She was rocking gently back and forth and seemed utterly calm.  Nella could see the towel darkening on her arm. She watched the two run past the screen and heard a door open and slam and then everything was quiet.  The video cut out and returned, refocused on the animal room.
Nella heard the door open and the heavy tread of Dr. Pazzo.  "Robert, is that you?"  Dr. Schneider's voice sounded distant but Nella heard the sharp clicks of high heels head steadily toward the camera.  "Where have you been?  I come in and the lab is abandoned with broken glassware everywhere-"
"Ann cut herself.  She had to be rushed to the hospital."  Dr. Pazzo stooped into the frame fiddling with the camera.
"What?  Where is she now?  What kind of tests did they run at the hospital?" Dr. Schneider's voice was shrill and panicked.
Dr. Pazzo looked up from the camera, his tired face drawing into a scowl as he turned away towards Dr. Schneider.  "She's at home sleeping.  Jesus, do you even care that she was injured?"  Dr. Pazzo shook his head in disgust and turned back to the camera.  "Christ, this thing is a mess," he mumbled and picked up the camera, carrying it with him to a desk.  A cloth swiped over the lens and the camera was lifted to shoulder level as Dr. Pazzo looked through the eyepiece.  Nella felt slightly dizzy, but at last the view settled onto Dr. Schneider's angry face. "She needed stitches and the emergency tech said she seemed exhausted, which I agreed with.  So they stitched her up and sent her home to sleep.  Why would they need to run tests?"
Dr. Schneider hesitated, frowning at Dr. Pazzo.  "Nothing.  Never mind," she said.
The camera was abruptly set on the desktop.  "No, what did you mean?  What tests?"
Dr. Schneider was silent.  Dr. Pazzo came into view, rapidly crossing the space between himself and Dr. Shneider.
"Gerta, what tests?  What did you do?"
"She was exposed to the Recharge bacteria."
"She's infected?  How did she become exposed?"  Dr. Pazzo threw up his hands.  "No, you know what, I don't even want to know.  When was she exposed?"
"Calm down Robert.  It's a harmless strain, you checked it yourself.  Don't you see? This is good.  This will push the trials forward-"
"Shut up.  Where did you get your doctorate anyway? Mail order?  It was a harmless strain.  Every time it crosses species- every time it infects someone new, in fact, it has a chance to mutate.  This whole experiment was supposed to be about control.  The dopamine and amphetamine levels, yes, but also keeping a pure strain.  We have no idea what mutations may have occurred at this point."  Dr. Pazzo clutched his head.  "Jesus, Gerta, she could be exposing others right now.  How long ago was she exposed?  Are we infected?"
"Relax!  My guess is that it's been about four weeks.  She's fine.  We're fine.  There's nothing to worry about."
It startled Nella to see Dr. Pazzo run out of view.  A few seconds later, she heard a violent retching.  "Really Robert, there's no need for all this melodrama.  If it will make you feel better, I'll run some cultures when she comes in tomorrow and show you it's the same strain."
"No.  I'm going to go get her now."  He came back into view, clutching one of the pale blue biohazard suits.  He walked up to Dr. Schneider and pointed a shaking finger at her.  "And you're going to stay right here until I get back."
Dr. Schneider laughed.  I don't think so.  I have a fundraising dinner tonight."
"I don't give a damn about your fundraiser Gerta.  We have to figure this out.  You're going to take a sample of the bacteria in the animal room.  Then, you're going to sit your ass down and do some actual lab work.  You need to compare it to our original strain.  I'm going to get Ann before she infects anyone else.  Maybe it's not too late."
Dr. Pazzo began stepping into the biohazard suit.  "Hey, I'm the lead scientist on this project," Dr. Shneider said shrilly, "I don't take orders from you."
Dr. Pazzo stopped with one arm in the suit.  "I don't care about seniority Gerta.  Don't you understand?  We fucked up.  We have to find a way to fix this."
"There is nothing to fix! Everything is fine."  Dr. Shneider rolled her eyes.  "This is ridiculous.  I'm going home."
"Gerta, if you take one more step toward that door, I'll have to do something we'll both regret.  We have to maintain quarantine."
"Quarantine?" she hissed, "Do you even hear yourself?"  She shook her head and then started walking past Dr. Pazzo toward the door.  Looking grim, he punched her in the jaw and then caught her as  she fell.  
Nella felt Mr. Courtlen tense in surprise.  She watched in shock as the young Dr. Pazzo dragged the unconscious woman back to the desk chair near the camera.  He slumped her onto the chair and then reached for a roll of medical tape sitting nearby.  Nella could hear the loud squeal of ripping tape as he bound Dr. Schneider to the chair.  He paused to rub a hand over his eyes and Nella could see he was crying.  He rocked back and forth on his knees and held his head in his arms.  He was so close to the camera that Nella could hear the crackling rustle of the suit.  "Please let it be okay," he whispered, "Please let it be okay."
Dr. Shneider groaned and began to stir.  Dr. Pazzo stood up, his eyes still streaming.  "I'm sorry Gerta, but you've got to stay until I figure this out."
"Idiot," she spat.
"I'm going to get Ann now.  I'll be back soon."
"If she is infected then you're already infected too," Gerta sneered, "I know all about you're little trysts.  That suit isn't going to protect you."
Dr. Pazzo shook his head.  "It's not to protect me from Ann," he said, "It's to protect everyone else from us."  He pulled the plastic helmet over his face and walked away.
 



Turning
 
 
The video cut out and Nella turned to Dr. Pazzo.  He was shaking and held up one hand as if to forestall her questions.  "I think," he said in a low voice, "I'm going to leave you both to watch the next pieces alone.  I will answer any questions you have tomorrow, but I don't think I can live through the next part again.  If you'll excuse me," he rose from his seat, "Mr. Courtlen, Dr. Rider goodnight.  And thank you for the books." Dr. Pazzo shuffled down the hall followed by his guards.
Mr. Courtlen took a deep breath and puffed his cheeks blowing it slowly out again.  "Do you know what is on the next tape?" asked Nella.
"I haven't watched it, but I can guess that it is at this point that Dr. Pazzo secluded himself and the others in the lab.  Dr. Pazzo's notes say this is a key piece of evidence, but I'm not so sure- I think we've pretty much seen all the evidence that matters.  Let's get to it though."
"I'm not really concerned with evidence.  Did he tell you about his relationship with Ann?  Or Dr. Schneider?"
Mr. Courtlen shook his head.  "No, I didn't know he and Ann were sleeping together.  I guess it's not really that important for the trial."
"It might explain some of his actions.  Why didn't he contact the authorities?"
"I have a feeling Dr. Schneider was at least partially responsible for that part.  And you saw how panicked he was.  He probably thought he could get ahead of it.  If anyone found out- about any of it; sloppy laboratory practices or sleeping with interns, he could lose his job and his reputation would be permanently scarred."  
Nella picked up the remote and started the video again.  The camera still showed Dr. Schneider taped to the chair on the side of the screen.  She appeared to have fallen asleep.  Two blue suited figures walked in, one supporting the other.  Dr. Pazzo removed his helmet and guided Ann into a nearby chair, where he removed her helmet as well.  She was awake, but to Nella appeared exhausted or drugged.  Her eyes stared toward the camera but didn't seem to register anything around her.  She seemed to have been chewing on her lip, there was a thin line of dark, crusted blood just below it and there were minor scratches on her face.  
"Stay here Ann," said Dr. Pazzo and Nella saw Dr. Schneider start from her sleep.
"You're back then," said Dr. Schneider.
"Yes, we're here."
"Are you going to let me go?"
"Are you going to help me figure this out?"
"She looks fine Robert, just tired.  Why don't we all go home and get some sleep and in the morning-"
Dr. Pazzo crossed the room with surprising speed.  He shoved Dr. Schneider's chair and she rolled rapidly toward Ann.  The two women were about a foot from each other, but Ann didn't even blink.  Dr. Pazzo grabbed the back of Dr. Schneider's head and forced her to look at Ann.
"Look at her," he said, and his voice was low and threatening, "She can't walk straight.  She's been scratching at her face." He pulled the glove off of one of Ann's hand. The tips of her fingers were pulsing with blood.  "She's been eating her hands Gerta.  Does that seem fucking fine to you?"
"Let me go," said Gerta, "Okay, I get it, let me go.  We'll do the samples now."
"You aren't going to try to run?"
Gerta sighed.  "No, if there is really something wrong it's too late for me to go anywhere now."
Dr. Pazzo began removing the tape.  Dr. Schneider silently moved off screen and returned with a first aid kit.  "Get the lab ready," she said, "I'll work on her hands."  
The camera cut out for a second.  Dr. Pazzo appeared on screen talking into the camera.
"I'm not sure who I'm leaving this for, but I hope that someone will find it.  I would send it out over the internet, but Ann- well, Ann had an episode.  The modem is in pieces and Gerta has confiscated my cell.  Some nonsense about damage control.  As if there could be any control after this."  He scrubbed his face with his hand.  "I've put Ann in the animal holding area for now and locked the door, so that she can't destroy anything else.  Gerta is going over and over the tests, but I'm afraid there is no doubt.  The strain of strep has mutated."  Nella saw tears starting up in Dr. Pazzo's eyes as he backed a few feet from the camera and sat heavily down into a desk chair. 
"I guess that answers the question," said Mr. Courtlen.  Nella nodded and turned back toward the screen.
 "Ann's antibody levels are abnormally high, even in the presence of strep.  The closest thing I can compare her behavior to is Autoimmune Neuropsychiatric Disorder, but I've never seen it in an adult before.  She is unable to walk without lurching and stumbling.  She won't stop chewing on her bottom lip and her hands.  In fact, she seems not to even notice that she is doing it."  Dr. Pazzo stopped and Nella watched a tear slide down his face.  He cleared his throat.  "She has become erratic and aggressive which are not normal traits for her at all.  She smashed a good deal of equipment before I could sedate her and contain her in the animal room.  I didn't want to do it, but there is only one other room with a lock on it, and that is the closet for cleaning supplies.  I can't tell if Gerta and I are infected or not.  So far our blood tests aren't showing anything, but it could just be a matter of time.  Whether or not we will experience the same symptoms as Ann, I don't know.  There is really no way to conclusively test for inflammation of nerves in the brain.  I hope Ann is the exception.  But to be safe we are going to have to quarantine the lab.  Gerta doesn't accept this and I'm afraid I may have to force the issue if she doesn't come around.  Until we have proof that this strain is not as dangerous as it has become for Ann or we are past the incubation period for ourselves, we can't risk exposing anyone else.  Eight weeks should be sufficient to evaluate our symptoms and to see if our bodies will be capable of fighting the infection off naturally.  If Ann does have a form of ANDAS, her body's defenses are unfortunately fighting her brain and not the bacteria.  In our quest to develop a bacterial mule that would succeed in the greatest number of subjects, Gerta and I-" Dr. Pazzo shook his head, "No, not Gerta, I chose a bacteria that was resistant to all known antibiotics.  There is no known cure.  I cannot realistically hope that the infection has been isolated to the lab, but still I have to take precautions.  All I can hope for is that the bacteria remains harmless to the rest of the population.  If not, I hope this record and our data will help someone develop an effective antibiotic quickly.  I am going to close up the lab now.  I will leave a disinfected copy of this video in the-"
A banging sound came from behind Dr. Pazzo.  He turned swiftly in his chair.  "Jesus," he said.  He stood and walked toward the animal room behind him.  Standing at the window was Ann.  She was slapping the glass with her hand.  Nella couldn't see much of her face, she was too far from the camera.  "I'm hungry Robert," she yelled.  She smacked the glass.  
"You just ate Ann," said Dr. Pazzo trying to maintain a reasonable tone.
"I'm hungry," she smacked the glass a little harder, leaving a pink streak where the bandage on her hand had slipped.  "I'm hungry, Robert, I'm HUNGRY!"  She was yelling louder now.  Dr. Pazzo ran a hand through his hair, distressed.  "I'M HUNGRY, I'M HUNGRY! I'M HUNGRY," Ann was screaming louder and faster now, flinging her whole shoulder against the glass with deep, nauseating thuds.  Suddenly she stumbled deeper into the room away from the glass.  Nella heard the shrieking of dozens of monkeys, along with Ann continually screaming, "HUNGRY," over and over.  This went on for several seconds and Dr. Pazzo began slapping the glass window.  "Ann, Ann," he called. Something smacked the window with a wet crunch, as if several carrots were snapped at once.  Nella jumped.  Whatever it was smacked the window again, leaving a smear of blood and silver fur.  Ann came up to the glass holding a limp monkey just in front of Dr. Pazzo.  He backed up slowly from the window.  "Hungry," Ann said and buried her face in the carcass.  Dr. Pazzo sank down into a crouch, his head swallowed in his arms.  "No, no, no," he cried and rocked back and forth.  The video cut out.
 



Quarantine
 
 
When the screen shifted from blank black, it showed a small closet and Nella's ears were filled with the incessant buzz of an old florescent bulb and the muffled sobs of a woman somewhere outside the closet.  Occasionally there was a sharp, rhythmic banging.
"Don't do this Robert!"  Dr. Schneider's voice was pleading and raw even through the wall.  "I'm not sick.  You can see that I'm not sick."
"I'm sorry Gerta.  I have to do this.  I can't trust you to maintain quarantine voluntarily.  Ann is locked in as well and I'll be locking myself in next."
"Someone's going to come looking for us," sobbed Dr. Schneider, "You won't get away with this."
"Someone might come along, but they'll have to ignore some pretty massive signs warning them.  Then they'll have to break through several palettes I nailed across the door."
 
Nella paused the video.  "Mr. Courtlen, I don't know if I should see this.  Dr. Pazzo isn't charged with kidnapping but he could be."
He ran a hand over his head for a second.  "I know you don't have to keep anything confidential, and I'm not asking you to.  I don't think a kidnapping charge is anything Dr. Pazzo has to worry about.  Not just because I don't expect him to win his case in this trial.  Holding Ann and Schneider was necessary to protect the public.  I don't think he will be charged even if it gets that far."
Nella was worried by his bleak outlook.  She started the video without further comment.
 
The banging resumed for a few moments.  "What's your brilliant plan for getting us out of here once our quarantine is done?"
There was a lengthy silence.  The electric hum of the lightbulb seemed overwhelming.
"Or are we just supposed to slowly starve to death in here?"  Her voice wavered like a candle in a breeze.  Nella winced, sensing Dr. Schneider had been on the verge of hysterics.
"We're not going to starve.  There was an emergency supply of food and medicine in the basement for just this sort of incident.  I've supplied each of us with enough for almost a year.  If I'm overreacting, then someone will break the quarantine before then.  If I'm not- well, I guess if you are still not sick by then, you'll have the strength to break through these few boards.  If you are really prepared to live alone in a dead world."
"You're mad Robert!  We're fine, we're not sick."
"Speak for yourself Gerta."
"It was just a bad reaction that Ann had.  We'll fix it together.  But I can't do it in an office kitchen." There was only silence.  "Robert?  Robert!"
There was a squeal of hinges as the closet's metal door opened.  Dr. Pazzo stumbled through and grabbed the camera, his face filling the screen.
"I can't remember what video number this is.  I'm sorry.  I'm having trouble with the details now.  I'm making this particular entry in case I've been wrong about this whole thing and I need to defend my actions."  The camera spun around to show the closet's interior.  "Of course, if I'm right about the extent of damage this disease can cause, our collection of video diaries may help survivors figure out how this happened and maybe, someday, a way to cure what we have done."
The closet had been cleared and all that remained was a low cot, a pile of books, and a mop sink.  It still looked cramped.
"As you can see," Dr. Pazzo began, "I have provided us with the basics.  For water and toilet necessaries, we all have a drainable sink- actually Ann has a basin that is automatically filled regularly as part of animal care.  But both Dr. Schneider and I have sinks.  I've loosened the spigot in both, so that there is a constant small stream of water.  For when we can't remember to turn it on by ourselves."
The camera shook and Nella realized Dr. Pazzo was crying silently.  She heard Mr. Courtlen utter a strangled sigh beside her.
"Anyway," continued Dr. Pazzo in an exhausted voice, "We don't have to worry about water or light, since the lab was converted to solar power during the university's green initiative last year.  The gas generator should kick on if the snow covers the panels and we have enough for a long while."  The camera spun around to show a small shelf cut into the wall.  "This is a food dispensary of sorts.  I've programmed the timer for the animal room to release ration packets once a day to all of us.  With the reluctant help of Dr. Schneider and some spare vent hoses from the maintenance room we should be well supplied for about a year.  You may be wondering why I felt this system was necessary."  Dr. Pazzo walked out of the closet.  Nella saw with some shock that the desks and lab tables were gone, nailed in large panels over the visible doors and windows.  The lab was left a gray wasteland ruled by a silver web of exhaust hose draped from the ceiling.  Even the loose cords and computers had been carefully bundled to the far side.  For a moment she wondered why such care had been taken in what had surely been a very hasty preparation.  Dr. Pazzo lurched forward and stumbled, almost dropping the camera.  Nella guessed that he must already have been very ill at the time of the video.  
"It has been almost two weeks since we discovered Ann was infected and her symptoms have become dramatically worse."  The camera swept over toward the glass window of the animal room.  Nella wanted to cover her eyes.  She heard Mr. Courtlen draw in a sharp, shocked breath.  The window was smeared, edge to edge, with blood and fur and greasy matter.  It was almost opaque with gore, except where the light shone through the yellow fats like a greasy paper bag.
"I have been into the animal room twice since she killed the first monkey.  Once to move a cot in for her and once to attempt to clean that.  But Ann attacked me so violently that I would have had to harm her to stop her.  So I left and have not tried again.  Instead I have relied on the internal video feed to observe Ann's symptoms."  Dr. Pazzo paused and when he continued, his voice cracked.  
"Ann can no longer speak articulately.  She will sometimes shriek or grunt, but no one has heard a word from her in a week.  She also no longer seems to recognize us by sight or voice.  Even the animals-  Ann used to lobby for us to treat our lab animals with all the kindness we could.  Without fail she would bring them toys or interact with them even through the plastic suit we had to wear . . . 
She killed them all.  All the monkeys, one after another.  Within two days, fifteen in all.  She gorged herself on them.  The only thing I can think is that she is suffering from a strange compulsion.  She is certainly not hungry.  I don't know, however, how much is just the constant aggression and hostility she is displaying and how much is the need to eat.  Anyhow, this is why I put the food distribution system in place.  So each of us would get the calories we needed every day without killing ourselves by eating too much, too quickly." 
Dr. Pazzo walked over to a bank of light switches.  "It became clear that we would have to separate ourselves not only from the outside world, but also from each other after Ann's numerous episodes of violence.  And since we do not know when or if we will all suffer from the same symptoms, we had to act as quickly as possible.  This is why we are in isolated, secure cells.  Ann's is locked from the outside.  Gerta- Dr. Schneider's kitchen has no lock, so I boarded the door with a few slats.  It won't be enough to hold her back for very long as long as she remains well and rational enough to use tools.  But it will discourage anything as impaired as Ann has become.  Whether that thing is trying to get out or trying to get in.  God, how I hope I'm mad and this will all be over soon."
Dr. Pazzo began flicking light switches, consigning section after section of the lab to windowless dark.  The animal room glowed pink and yellow, a smeared cathedral window into hell.  A crack of gold outlined Dr. Schneider's kitchen and a thin path to the closet drew Dr. Pazzo down it toward his prison.  Dr. Pazzo sobbed loudly when he reached the door.  Nella felt something in her chest snap in sympathy for his loneliness.   
"I don't know if I'll have the dexterity or intelligence to use the key once the disease truly takes hold," he said, and then rolled a shimmering key in his hand so that the camera picked up its light.  "But I'm not going to take the chance."  Dr. Pazzo placed the camera on the floor facing the doorway.  For a long, long minute nothing happened.  Nella could hear a low, drawn out moan as Dr. Pazzo wept.  Then a shaking hand carefully placed the key in front of the camera.  Nella felt pure, irrational panic reach up and choke her.  The hand pushed the key, shooting it through the crack at the bottom of the door, off into the sea of darkness beyond.
Dr. Pazzo picked up the camera and spun it to face him.  "That will do for this video I think. I will try to record more if I can, so that any future researchers will be able to track the symptoms of this disease."  The screen went black.
Nella turned toward Mr. Courtlen.  "How long were they like that?" she asked.
"Ironically, they were some of the first Infected to be Cured.  But I think Dr. Pazzo said he and Ann were there about fourteen months.  Their rescuers said both were very emaciated, to the point that a few days more might have meant they starved to death.  Dr. Schneider escaped after only about two weeks after being confined and has never been seen again, that we know of."
"Funny," said Nella, "I could swear I've seen her face before, but I've wracked my brain and I can't place where or when."
"Maybe you knew her Before?  I gather she was quite well known in scientific circles."
"Maybe," answered Nella doubtfully.
"If you do remember, the prosecutor would certainly like to speak with her."
"I'm sure most of the world would like a chance to speak with her.  Maybe she just has one of those faces."  Nella shook her head.
"It looks like there is only one video left.  I know it's been a long day, but we should try to get through it."  Mr. Courtlen looked for a moment and Nella's bandaged hand before continuing.  "Should we stop for a minute and get you some more painkillers?"
Nella's brain screamed an emphatic yes.  Her hand was a pulsing, creeping fire.  But she knew how precious each pill was, so she clenched her teeth and then said, "No, I'm okay."  Her smile was hardened plastic.  "Besides, I wouldn't be able to drive home if I took anything."
Mr. Courtlen hesitated and then nodded and started the last video.
Dr. Pazzo was propped against the closet wall.  His beard was full and thick, but Nella could see large patches of hair on his head were missing.  She wondered if it were part of the disease or simply stress.
"Um.  I can't remember which video this is.  My watch says it's been about ten days since I locked us away."
He sounded slow, almost drunk, and he concentrated hard on every phrase.  "My speech has been getting worse, though I didn't realize how much until now.  My conversation to this point have been limited to a few words spoken through the wall to Dr. Schneider.  She seems fine, but refuses to tell me if she is seeing symptoms in herself or not.  I don't have much room in here to turn around, so testing the deterioration of my motor skills has been a little inconclusive.  I do know they were deteriorating rather rapidly before I locked myself in here."
Dr. Pazzo paused for a minute and Nella could see him blushing.  At last he said, "I'm having considerable difficulty concentrating on the words in my books."  He turned the camera toward a pile of shredded paper.  "As you can see, I became very frustrated yesterday.  I don't even recall what finally set me off.  I do, however, remember actually doing it.  It was an exhilarating moment to just be ripping and tearing.  I find that disturbing, but I'm not sure what I can do to stop it." 
He turned the camera back to his face.  "I think I'll give up reading for a while," he said with a rueful grin, "at least I'll have some toilet paper when I run out.  If I'm still aware enough to want it.  God knows Ann wasn't."  The grin turned into slow tears that Dr. Pazzo mopped at clumsily with one arm.  He cleared his throat.
"Unfortunately, I feel physically fine.  We've made the strain both too resistant to be cured and too weak to cause any real damage until it is already well entrenched in the brain.  It's never going to kill the host by itself.  Hosts may kill each other due to hostility resulting from the bacteria's effect, but it's probably not going to burn itself out like other epidemics.  It's not even going to show up in doctor's offices or hospitals until it is far too late.  It's so mild until the end, that no one will seek medical attention for this.  I can only pray that we caught it in time, that we are the only three who are infected.  And if that's not the case, I hope that someone has a new antibiotic waiting in the wings that will work on this superbug we have created-"
"Robert?  Is that you?"  The voice was muffled but Nella could understand what was said.  Dr. Pazzo rolled his eyes without even looking at the camera.
"Yes, of course, who else would it be?"  Nella was surprised by how snappish his response was.
"I have something I need to confess."
"Are you finally admitting that you are sick?"
"What does it matter if I am or if I'm immune?  I'm going to die here either way."
Dr. Pazzo ran a hand through his thinning hair and closed his eyes.  He gently knocked his head against the wall, thick tears leaking through his beard.  He took a deep breath.  "All right, what sordid thing did you do?  I hope it's naughty," he said with a faint smile.
"No Robert, this time I'm serious."
The smile dropped from his face and he opened his eyes.
"Robert?  Are you still listening?"
"Yeah, I'm here."
"Remember how we discussed developing a strain with NDM plasmids?"
Dr. Pazzo sat straight up, his eyes flying wide.  Nella watched his adam's apple jump and throb like an erratic heartbeat.  "Gerta," he called, his voice raised more now, "We said we weren't going to do that, that normal resistances were good enough.  We said we weren't going to play with anything that dangerous."
"I know we said that."
Dr. Pazzo stood up, the camera in one hand.  He leaned against the wall between him and Dr. Schneider, his ear resting on it.  "Gerta, please don't tell me that you went ahead and tried it anyway."
"It was supposed to be harmless, Robert.  You said it would be harmless.  It was controlled, only the one plasmid changed."
 
"Jesus," Nella whispered.
Mr. Courtlen paused the video.  "What is it?  What are they talking about?"
"It's been a long time since medical school but I believe they were talking about creating a strain of bacteria that is completely immune to all antibiotics.  Something for which there is no cure, there can be no cure, not even a miracle one like the one that saved us this time.  And a different strain means even the Immunes wouldn't be safe this time."
Nella could feel the sweat gathering at her hairline, but she shuddered and hugged herself.
Mr. Courtlen stared at her in shock.  His face was so pale that his scar was like a shadow at midnight.  "They couldn't have.  He would have told me.  He would have warned someone."
"We have to know."  She grabbed the remote and started the video again.
 
"Good God.  Why?  Why would you do this?  You didn't even finish the testing with this strain."
"I thought we could test them at the same time, get both pushed through at once. I wanted to patent the stronger strain and have the weaker one as backup.  It was supposed to be harmless, why would anyone need to cure it?  If it could withstand everything, then everyone, even people with chronic illness could benefit from it."
Dr. Pazzo was shaking.  He stroked the wall with his free hand.  "Please Gerta, please tell me you only thought about it.  Please tell me we aren't infected with an NDM strain."
"No, we are infected with your strain."
"Thank God."
"But I did create it.  It's stored in a private laboratory.  I didn't tell anyone about it.  It's locked away, but I didn't expect this to happen.  I don't know if it's safe, that's why I fought you on the quarantine."
Dr. Pazzo started laughing.
"This isn't funny Robert."
"What does it fucking matter?  The disease we released needs a miracle cure.  By the time anyone realizes it, all the labs, all the governments, they'll all have collapsed.  There's no cure coming.  The disease that lurks in your lab has no cure at all.  What does it matter?  The world is going to tear itself apart human by human."
"Stop talking like that Robert.  You're crazy."
Dr. Pazzo stopped laughing.  "I'm crazy?  I'm crazy?  You delusional bitch.  This whole thing is your fault.  You're greedy and impatient.  You couldn't wait to follow protocol so you purposely exposed Ann.  Then you let her walk out into the world.  You murdering bitch.  You've killed us all for the sake of a few dollars."
Dr. Pazzo pounded on the wall with every sentence.  Nella could see his face twisting into a bitter rage.
"I have to leave Robert.  I have to undo this and see if I can stop the NDM bacteria from being discovered and released."
"Don't you dare!" roared Dr. Pazzo, thumping the wall.  "You will infect everyone you meet, you'll kill the world even faster."
"I have to Robert.  I can't stay here any more."  There was a splintering squeal of breaking wood.
"No! You can't leave!  You can't do this!"  Dr. Pazzo was banging and kicking the wall, forgetting the camera in his hand.  There was another crash from beyond the wall and Dr. Pazzo roared, no longer forming words.  The camera bashed again and again into the wall and the guttural roar was unending.  At last the camera's image shattered into bright white pixels and the video stopped.
 



Frank Courtlen
 
 
Nella could hear her blood pounding in her head like a giant helicopter rotor.  She didn't dare to look around at Mr. Courtlen until it had faded into the background.  She started to get up, but she shook so much that she thought she might shatter.  She sat back down.  
"What do we do?" she asked in a quiet, lost voice.  All her training, all of her desire to remain professional and collected was stripped away.  She could remember hearing almost the same news spilling out of the television in her university's lounge.  The same vivid panic reached out of the memory and squeezed her chest with unbearable weight.  She turned to look for Mr. Courtlen.  
He was as lost as she, still staring at the blank screen.  His face was yellow and waxy with sweat.  He was motionless but his bones still seemed to want to leap forward without his skin and he was all angle and sharp corner.  His terror made him hideous.  Nella had time to realize that she didn't care, she was glad he was sitting with her.  At last he passed a shaky hand over his face and then looked at her.
"Look, I know you aren't bound to hold anything said here in confidence, but I think we can both agree that until we find out more, the less said to strangers the better.  Don't you think?"
Nella was silent for a moment.  "But someone's got to find this lab and destroy the bacteria-" Nella's voice was shaky and rushed.  Mr. Courtlen put up one hand.
"I know, I know.  Dr. Rider I'm not asking you to keep this secret indefinitely," He leaned toward her and spoke low into her ear though the guards had all left with Dr. Pazzo, "but we don't know who would try to use this to their advantage.  Like the government.  Or who would go off the deep end and try to save the world in an ill fated blaze of glory.  I know the soldiers here, they are all brave, they all want to be heroes.  Hell, I'm thinking about doing it myself.  But until we know where Dr. Schneider's lab is, or even Dr. Schneider herself, we can only make things worse by spreading panic."
He held her arm gently so she would look at him.  "Can we agree on that?" he asked quietly.
Nella nodded.  Of course, he was right.  What good could they do with an unverified piece of information?  They'd have to wait until morning to find out more.
"Will Dr. Pazzo know where her lab is?"
"Possibly, but I'm going to call in a favor with a friend in the military police headquarters.  They've been able to pull up old addresses and driver's licenses for a little while now.  He won't ask questions and I don't want to wait until my client feels like telling us."  His face was grim.  He got up from the table, but turned back toward her.  "Listen, don't leave all right?  I mean, you're free to go where and when you like of course- I just, that is, I would appreciate it if you wait for me.  I don't like the idea of walking out onto that dark parking lot alone just now."  He pulled the disc from the television and placed it in his jacket pocket.
"Sure," she said, grateful that he felt the same way she did, "I'll check on Ann and meet you at the entrance."
She was done with Ann far sooner than she expected and waited nervously near the heavy glass entrance door.  The combination of the aching pain in her bitten hand and impotent terror made Nella rock on her heels and fight not to cry.  Mr. Courtlen came up behind her and she tried to pull herself together.
He looked out at the parking lot and sighed.  "I don't know about you Dr. Rider, but I've never needed a drink more than I do right now."  He smiled down at her.
"Thank God," she said, venturing a shaky grin, "I hate drinking alone."        
He laughed and opened the door.
"Come on," she said, "I think I have a bottle or two stashed at my apartment.  And if it's okay with you, I'd rather not be sneaking into bootleg clubs today."
"Sure, but we're taking my car."
Nella shook her head, confused.  "Why?  I'm not drunk yet."
"No," he said and reached into his pocket as they walked toward the cars.  He pulled out a bottle of aspirin, "but you desperately need these and don't pretend you don't, I could see you wincing all afternoon."
Nella's eyes went wide.  "Where did you?"
"Relax, I didn't steal them.  The apartment I was given, it must have been a hypochondriac's house.  They didn't clean anything out before they assigned it to me.  She had literally hundreds of bottles of various drugs and cleaning products.  I carry around one of the bottles because they are so useful for trading."
He shook out a dose into her hand.  She stopped and looked at the smooth, gleaming aspirin in her hand, like tiny teeth.  "I don't like to owe anyone," she said doubtfully.
"Well, I think a bottle of something stashed in your apartment should cover it," he laughed,  "Don't worry about the car, I'll pick you up in the morning and drive you back.  Besides, I want us both to be here as early as possible tomorrow.  I don't like sitting on this secret.  Not at all."
"No, I'm not comfortable with it either.  Is your friend going to get back to you soon?"
"He said the old address should be in the university's record, so he expects to have something for us tomorrow." Mr. Courtlen opened the passenger side door for Nella.  "No more about that today.  Let's let the world take care of itself for one more day."  Nella swallowed the tiny tablets and slid into the dark car.  It was cool after the warm prison and it smelled as clean as Mr. Courtlen had.  Nella closed her eyes for a moment as Mr. Courtlen got in and started the car.  
"You okay?" he asked, then quickly added, "I mean besides the obvious."
She chuckled.  "Sorry, I always do this for a second at the end of a long day."  
He smiled and took his hands off the wheel.  He sat back and closed his eyes, crossing his long arms over his chest.  She smiled and leaned back on the headrest, her face turned toward him.  He took a deep breath and let it out.
"You're right," he said, "That is much better."  He leaned forward and shifted into gear.  "Now let's go get snookered.  Don't fall asleep! You have to tell me how to get there."
Nella laughed. She struggled to put the day out of her head and searched for something to distract them. "By the way," she said, grinning, "We can't make rum out of pineapples and bananas.  The best we can hope for is weak wine."
"What?  Not acceptable.  One of us is going to have to switch our plans.  We can't be wine runners after all."
"You're going to want to turn here.  We could be wine runners I suppose, but I think people would pay more for rum."  Her breath was light and easy again, and though she knew the aspirin couldn't have hit her that fast, her hand ached less.
Mr. Courtlen slowed to a crawl in front of a brightly lit mansion.  "Woah, is that what I think it is?"
Nella was surprised.  "You mean you've never been through here before?  That's the house the government gave to Dr. Carton after he released the Cure."
"Have you seen him?"
"No, no one has seen him.  He's very private, never comes out at all."
"I wonder what he does in there all day?"
Nella shook her head.  "I don't know.  It must be just as hard to be seen as the savior of humanity as it is to be seen as its destroyer."
Mr. Courtlen let the car pick up speed.  "I wonder where either of them thought they would be by now."
"I thought I'd be doing research at a lovely, well funded facility by now."
"And I thought I would be representing divorcees with deep pockets.  I barely finished law school though."
"I never quite finished med school.  I still had a few months of residency left.  But since there are so few doctors left, I guess no one thought it mattered so much."
They were silent a while, rolling down the empty streets.
"Is there a lot of demand for lawyers now?  Do you do other cases?"
"I know there are some for looting or when someone gets out of hand in a fight.  But mostly people seem to forgive small things.  And no one seems interested in committing the big crimes anymore.  Besides, those cases are all taken by more experienced lawyers than me."
"Did Dr. Pazzo ask for you to represent him?"
Mr. Courtlen shook his head.  "No.  I was the only one willing to represent him.  I wasn't even practicing law when the preparations for the trial began."
"What were you doing?"
"Actually, I was assigned to repair power lines as the City expanded.  The labor department thought I couldn't speak.  I guess that it was a common thing with Cured, because they just threw me in the manual jobs pool without really worrying about it."
"More common than you'd think," Nella said grimly.  "What made you decide to represent Dr. Pazzo?"
"I saw on the news that there was a long line of people vying for positions in the prosecution and that as of yet, Dr. Pazzo and Ann Connelly were not represented at all.  I was very angry then, at what had happened.  You have to remember  that this trial has taken years to prepare for.  I had just been Cured and I didn't think I could live much longer with what I had done.  I was angry and I wanted to know why this had happened.  I know enough about law to know that the prosecutor and the public were never going to know the whole truth.  Never."  Mr. Courtlen held up one long finger.  "But, the defense would.  As much as there was to be known, the defense lawyers would know.  I thought if I knew why, then I could accept it.  That it would make sense."
"Some things are too terrible to make sense," said Nella sadly, "Some things just are and have no reason or sense behind them."
"So I am slowly discovering," Mr. Courtlen sighed.
They were quiet until they arrived at Nella's apartment building.  She led him up the narrow staircase past all the silent doors that she'd never even knocked on.  She sighed with relief as they walked into her apartment.  He stood a little self consciously just inside the doorway.  
"Look," she said smiling and turning on a few lamps, "We're both exhausted.  Don't stand on ceremony, just get comfortable, because I'm not going to wait on you."
He laughed and she immediately felt better.  "Oh all right, I guess I'll make you dinner, but only because I'm hungry too." She pulled a bottle of amaretto and a half bottle of rum down onto the counter.  "Well, you look like a scotch man, but unfortunately, beggars at the end of the world can't be choosers."
"It's better than anything I have," he said, already opening cupboards in search of glasses, "I'll just close my eyes and pretend I'm taste testing in New Guinea."  
Nella pulled a box of produce from the refrigerator.  The Farm had a good harvest week so she had plenty.  She did pine for premade meals from time to time, and today was definitely one of those days.  
Nella felt the stiff collar of her shirt scrape across her neck and realized how much the combination of pain and stress had made her sweat.  "Uh- Mr. Courtlen, excuse me for a minute, I'll be back in a minute."
"All right," he said amiably, "but if we're going to be drinking buddies you might want to start calling me Frank."
She flashed him a startled smile.  "Well, then you'd better call me Nella.  Enough with the Dr. Rider crap."
"Well, especially since I now know you played hooky in med school."  
She laughed and went to change.  When she returned, clean and refreshed, Frank was flipping pages in a cookbook.  "How many of these do you have?" he asked.
Nella blushed.  "It's kind of a hobby.  I like to collect them."
He looked up at her.  "Books or cookbooks?"
"Cookbooks.  It's rare to find a recipe I have all the ingredients for these days, but I like to remember when I used to."  She blushed more deeply.  "I look through the recipes and imagine cooking a huge feast someday for my friends with exotic dishes."
"Like tropical fruit."
She smiled.  "Like tropical fruit yes, but also things like chocolate and cake with finely milled flour instead of the stuff with pebbles in it like we have now."
"It's so odd to think that just a few thousand survivors have run out of those things so quickly isn't it?"
"Oh," she replied, "I think there is more out there, probably just a few miles away, but it is in the Infected zone and even the best scavenger teams aren't allowed past the military's cleared points."
He looked steadily at her.  "You know it's going to get better right?" he asked,  "The world's going to get better.  The Infected zones are going to get smaller and the people that are left will pick up again and go forward."
She felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes.  She laughed at herself.  "Well, if all I have to worry about is a few luxuries, then things can't be that bad right?"
He closed the book in his hand.  "That's not what I meant."
"I know," she said, "But I think you were right this morning.  No one is going to come along and put the world back together the way it was," she picked up a glass and poured it half full with alcohol.  "I think people expect this trial to do just that.  They are expecting to find someone to blame, something to make sense of the whole thing.  But I think the world is just too broken for that to work.  Sometimes there's no real explanation, no justification for things that happen."
"Some things just are?"
She nodded.
"I still think people need some sort of attempt at an explanation."
"But we've just seen the closest thing to an entire explanation that there is.  I don't feel any better, do you?"  She really was crying now, and though she tried to stop, it just kept coming.  Before she could wipe her eyes again to see, Frank had crossed the bright kitchen and folded his long arms around her in a hug.  She didn't try to push him away.
"No," he said, "I feel worse.  But it's a relief to know anyway.  Don't you think?"
She felt a fast hitch start in his chest and realized he was trying not to cry as well.  She reached her arms out to hug him back.  They stood there like that for several minutes, two almost-strangers aching for the world that was lost in the gnashing jaws of disease and worrying for the world that was found on the other side of it.  At last, when she felt his breath warm and calm again, she stepped back, wiped her eyes, and said, "Sorry, I didn't mean to make you feel worse."
He cleared his throat.  "You didn't.  I feel calmer than I have all day."  He reached for her hand and pulled her toward the kitchen.  "Come on, I'm starving.  And I think I found a recipe we can actually make."
 



A Setback
 
 
The rum was gone.  The amaretto was making angry bubbles in Nella's stomach, but she didn't care.  Her hand didn't hurt and her heart didn't hurt and she wasn't alone in the silent apartment building.  In the dark, empty world.            
Frank sat across from her, unfolded like a carpenter's rule on the couch.  He was looking at the bookshelf beside him, his fingers tracing the cracked spines.  His face was softened in the lamplight and though the scar that shattered his cheek still glowed like an almost-dead ember, Nella thought he didn't look quite as ugly as she'd thought before. 
"My wife had some of these books," he said, without looking at her, "I think she would have liked you."
"Really?  What makes you think that?"
He thought for a minute.  "The way you treat people.  You seem ready to believe that people are better than they appear at first.  That there's a reason they are the way they are.  And the way you are kind to people like Ann, people so damaged they appear to be monsters to others.  And that you defend them from people that want to treat them that way.  She would have liked that.  I like that."
"What was she like?"
He pulled a battered book from the shelf and played with the fray in the spine.  "She was kind and funny and intelligent.  She challenged me.  She was a lawyer, like me.  But she helped write cases for human rights violations at international tribunals, unlike me."
"Is that why you decided to participate in this case?"
"I think it was part of it," he glanced up at her with a small smile and then back at the book.  "I thought it would make her proud, even if she couldn't forgive me."
Nella leaned forward, "I don't understand Frank, you were ill, how could you think she wouldn't forgive you for something you had no control over?"
He sighed, and retreated into the couch.  "It's not that- I mean, it is that, but it was my fault."  He shook his head.  "I don't want to talk about it with you."
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry-"
"No, you don't understand.  It's not that I mind you knowing.  I just, I don't want to be one of your patients.  I don't want you to see me that way."
Nella was startled.  "I don't.  I don't see you that way."  She paused, still confused.  "How do you want me to see you?"
Frank grinned and relaxed, leaning forward again.  "Don't pay any attention to me," he said shaking his head, "It's been a long time since I had any alcohol.  I think I can safely say that I'm very drunk."
Nella smiled.  "I'll get you some blankets, we should get some sleep."
"Are you sure?" he asked, "I can walk, you can come pick me up tomorrow."
She laughed.  "Of course you aren't walking.  I'll be right back.  The bathroom is free if you want it."
She tried to make the couch as comfortable as she could, but she knew it was about a foot too short for his frame.  Frank returned from the bathroom still smelling impossibly clean after a long day in an old suit. 
"Thank you," he said, "I swear I wasn't angling for an invite."
"I know.  To be honest, I'm glad you're staying.  The world seems far too lonely after today.  Sometimes I feel like a stray pebble rattling around in an empty shoe."  She hugged herself, then shook her head and smiled at him.  "Never mind my rambling.  I'm a little drunk too.  Goodnight Frank."
He grinned.  "Goodnight Nella."
He touched her arm.  "Things will look better in the morning you know," he said.
Nella smiled, but her eyes filled with tears again.  She nodded and then walked into her bedroom.
It was much later than she expected when she finally woke up.  She swore under her breath and sat up, wincing at the immediate headache.  She got dressed in a daze and wandered out into the living room.  Frank was calmly ironing his over shirt on her counter.  His right arm was covered with small, jagged moons of raised, angry skin and one rough starburst in his shoulder.  An exact opposite of the sky.  Nella tried to hide her shock when he looked up and smiled at her.  He ignored her stare and said, "Good morning," instead of offering any explanation and made no move to put his dress shirt on.  "I hope you don't mind I used the washer.  I guess I'm still not used to normal procedures, like private property."  He chuckled.
"No, of course not.  Anything you like," she said almost absently.  "I'm sorry, I know you wanted to get to the prison early and I've completely overslept."
"I don't think we're going to get an interview with Dr. Pazzo today," Frank said and his face was grim.
"What?  But what about finding Dr. Schneider's lab?"
Frank sighed.  "I called the prison this morning to see when he would be ready for us.  The guard told me he was refusing to speak to either of us for the day.  Yesterday exhausted him and he needs time to recover he said."  He looked up from his shirt.  "Do you think this is more stalling on his part?  Because eventually my contact from the military police is going to call me back.  Should I tell Dr. Pazzo that and see if it forces his hand?"
"No," said Nella and paused for a moment, thinking.  "That will just make him angry.  The minute he thinks he has lost control of us he'll turn to someone else that he thinks he can control.  And we can't afford to let anyone else know about the bacteria."
"So you still think he's using this information as a way to gain the upper hand?"
"I was surprised that he actually had valuable information to back up his hints, but his attitude coupled with his complete enmity for Dr. Schneider tells me he is still using the information to get something.  I don't think he's necessarily trying to escape trial and sentencing any longer.  I think he is trying to make it urgent that we find Dr. Schneider so she won't escape.  I don't think he's going to give us the information we need to find the bacteria until we find her.  He'll give us the location of the lab, eventually, but it is only because he doesn't believe the bacteria is still there.  He thinks we'll find her, or some trace of her there."
"What do we do then?  For all we know the bacteria is already destroyed.  Dr. Schneider presumably escaped the university lab in order to destroy it.  We just need to find her and ask."
"Maybe I can find out from Ann."
"Nella, I know you're good at what you do, but Ann is permanently damaged.  No one can even get a coherent version of events from her.  What's the likelihood that she'll even remember Dr. Schneider's old address let alone be able to tell us in any logical way?"
"We have to try.  I think there is more in her mind than we've seen so far.  She's our best bet for now."
Frank turned off the iron and picked up his dress shirt.  "Okay, if you really think you can get something from her, I'll try to persuade Dr. Pazzo to meet with us or at least tell us what he knows.  I can try my contact again too."
 



The Mansion
 
 
They were rolling past the silent mansion again on their way back to the prison when it hit Nella like shattering glass. She grabbed Frank's arm and the car slid across the empty lanes.  "Stop the car," she said, "I remember where I saw her.  Stop the car."
"Jesus, Nella! Okay, don't kill us."
She barely waited for him to pull off the side of the road.  When she opened her door, the tires were still spitting gravel at her ankles.
"Just a second! Where are you going?" Frank yelled out the open door.  Nella walked back toward the mansion, her hands shaking inside her jacket pocket as they fumbled for her phone.  Frank ran up behind her.  "What are you doing?"
"Do you know if there is cell service here?"
Frank stammered. "What? I've never been here- I guess so, I mean we're close enough to the prison that the tower there should cover it.  I don't know which ones have been fixed out here."
Nella swore and started dialing.  "Sevita, pick up the phone.  Sevita, it's me, pick up the phone.  I need to know when you recorded that footage of Dr. Carton's house.  The one with the woman.  It's extremely important.  If you can meet me at the prison in half an hour I can almost guarantee it will be more than worth your while.  I really need you to do this for me."  She hung up the phone and turned toward Frank.  "Remember I told you I knew I'd seen Dr. Schneider somewhere before?"
The early spring sun made a weak, cold halo around him.  "Of course," he said, "You mean you saw her here?"
"I saw a film of her here.  Sevita Das, the reporter who is covering the trial-" she paused.
"Yes, I know who she is," said Frank.
"She's been my friend for a long time.  Since the Cure began.  She's always wanted to find Dr. Carton.  It's been her obsession since the first day we administered the Cure.  I don't know if she wanted to thank him or curse him for putting this burden of guilt on everyone.  But she's always wanted to know.  She's tried everything to get him to agree to meet her, but she can't find anyone who knows anything about him and so far he hasn't answered the door.  So in her spare time, she comes out here and films the house.  She says that he has to get groceries from somewhere, he has to have contact with the outside world once in a while."
"And she found something?"
"She thought she did.  I mean, there's always the postman and the deliveries from the Farm, but they never go inside.  There's an interior door that's always closed when the outer door is open.  That's how deliveries are made."  She became embarrassed as he stared at her expectantly.  "Sevita makes us watch hours of footage to make sure she doesn't miss anything.  But this one time, about a month ago, she taped someone coming out.  No one has ever come out before. At least that we saw.  I'm almost positive it was Dr. Schneider."
Frank shook his head.  "What would she be doing there?"
"I don't know, but I'm going to find out before we run out of time."  Nella began walking toward the massive iron gate.  Frank grabbed her arm.
"Wait," he hissed, "we don't know anything yet.  If you go pounding on the door you could alarm her.  We can't afford to lose what little bit of a lead we have.  Besides, you said no one answers the door.  It can only make things worse.  Let's at least go to the prison and see if we can get some more information first.  You said your friend spent hours videotaping this place.  Maybe she can at least point out all the exits in case Dr. Schneider is in there.  I hardly need to tell you that we can't get the military police involved."
"But what if she's in there right now?  What if she's got the bacteria right there.  What if today is the day it gets lost or released or stolen?"
"This isn't the place to argue about this."
Nella reluctantly began walking back to the car with him.  He took a deep breath. 
"Maybe this is the day, Nella.  Maybe this is the very last day.  But what is banging on the front door going to do about it?  You think they're just going to hand over the bacteria because we say please?  There's a reason Dr. Carton doesn't want the world to know who he is.  There's also a reason that Dr. Schneider was in there when no one else has been allowed.  I'm not saying those reasons are questionable or honest or anything else.  I'm just saying they exist.  And until we find out what those reasons are, we're going to have to tread carefully."
"I can't just wait around."
"We're not, we've got a plan.  Let's follow it.  Someone will tell us something, and then we'll have to decide what we're going to do."
Nella slid back into the car.  She flexed her wounded hand after closing the door.  It was stiff, and she had a heck of a hangover.  She shut her eyes as Frank turned the car on.
"Have you thought about that?" he asked as he pulled the car back onto the tar.
"Have I thought about what?" she asked, her eyes still closed.
"What we're going to do once we know where Dr. Schneider is?" 
"I guess that depends on where she is.  You do realize that the chances of her remaining unfound in a Cured sector are pretty remote don't you?" she opened her eyes to squint at him.
"I've thought about it, yes."  He was quiet for a moment.  "I'm not a soldier."
"I know.  I understand if you don't want to go with me.  I can do it alone."
"I just don't know if I could shoot someone.  Not knowing they could be Cured. Not even to defend myself."
Nella smiled gently at him in the mirror.  "Well," she said, "let's not borrow trouble.  Let's just get through today."
 The prison was a flat, dull blotch. Nella felt her chest fill with lead as soon as she stepped out of the car.  They walked toward the door silently.  Nella reached for the handle, but Frank put his hand over hers to stop her.  "No one can know, not even your friend," he said.
"I know.  She can be trusted, but she won't ask if I don't offer.  I won't say anything."
"I'll see you soon," he said and let her go.
She hesitated for a second, not wanting to walk away into the madness of Ann's cell.  She realized she was truly frightened.  Nella became angry with herself and pushed herself forward through the heavy door.  She forgot to say anything to Frank and she felt immediately guilty.  But she didn't turn around.  She had to be professional.  She felt ridiculous instead.
 



What Ann Saw
 
 
Ann was calm and Johnson looked well-rested, even cheerful.  "Good morning Doc," she said.
"Good morning.  Everything seems to be going well here.  How is Ann?"
"Like a new woman.  She let me brush her hair, and she hasn't tried to bite her hands at all today, I even took the straitjacket off."
"That's wonderful," said Nella.
"Yeah, and Wells got this idea to line the exercise room with old mattresses from the empty cells.  We're going to see if she'll be okay out there for a change of pace. That is, if it's okay with you of course."
Nella smiled, "I think as long as she stays like this, that will be fine.  I'm going to post a standing order for sedative if she becomes unmanageable or can't sleep.  That means you and Wells and her night guard are in control, not Mr. Grant, got it?"
"Do you think we can keep her this way if we do?"
"I do.  I think she was only as bad as she was because she didn't have medication for so long.  I'm going to order some tests though, with the infirmary.  I don't think anyone's done a serious evaluation of what kind of damage she is really suffering.  I'll be able to tell you in a few weeks whether she'll be able to adjust to less constant supervision or not."
Wells came in, half out of breath.  "Hey Doc, how's your hand?"
Nella smiled, "Much better, thanks."
"It's almost ready," Wells said to Johnson, "but I'm going to need a hand with the last few so we'll have to wait."
"Oh," interrupted Nella, "that's okay, I think I can handle Ann for a few minutes, if you both want to go."
Johnson looked at her doubtfully.  "Are you sure?"
"I think so," said Nella, "I was going to ask for a few moments alone with her anyway, I need to ask some confidential questions for the trial."
"Okay, but remember, if you need someone, press the green button and we'll all come running."
The guards began walking reluctantly away.  Nella didn't want to waste any time, so she didn't wait to see them out the door.
Ann was sitting on the floor of the cell making echoes with her voice and looking pleased.  Nella sat down next to her.  "Good morning Ann."
Ann looked over at her in surprise, but it quickly faded out, and Ann lost her focus.
"How would you like to go out into the sunshine today?"
Ann closed her eyes and smiled.  "The sun is coming back today?  There hasn't been any warm sun since before the teeth.  Before the beast room."
"Yes Ann, warm, quiet sun outside.  We can go see it, but first I need to ask you a few questions.  Is that okay?"
Ann looked wary and her bandaged hands tapped nervously, but she still did not look toward Nella.
"We won't talk about bad things today Ann.  I just want to know where Dr. Schneider lives."
Ann wrinkled her brow.  She shook her head.
"Did she ever have you send things from the lab? Or deliver things?"
"She wanted monkeys.  But Robert said she hated the monkeys.  She hurt them.  So I didn't bring them."
Nella could see Ann becoming agitated.  "Okay Ann, we don't have to talk about the monkeys.  I just need to know where Dr. Schneider's house was."
"She had a boyfriend.  Robert didn't like him.  He said Dr. Schneider's boyfriend would steal."
"Who was her boyfriend Ann?"
Ann looked at Nella as if she were an idiot not to know, meeting her eyes directly.  "Dr. Carton was her boyfriend.  Dr. Carton from Kingsfield.  Robert says you shouldn't talk to him.  He's a thief.  But Robert didn't know-"
Ann trailed off and started her echo game again.
"What didn't Robert know Ann?"
Ann ignored her.  "What didn't Robert know about Dr. Carton?"  Nella sighed in frustration.  Ann looked at her and smiled.
"I like you," she said, "You don't hurt the monkeys."
Nella smiled despite her worry.  "No Ann, I won't hurt any monkeys."
Ann looked up at the ceiling.  "Robert didn't know that Dr. Carton took the vial.  In his pocket.  It shouldn't be in his pocket.  Dr. Schneider said.  But he took it.  And Robert didn't know.  I couldn't tell." she clapped her hand over her mouth and shook her head at Nella.
"What was in the vial Ann?"
"I can't tell.  Dr. Schneider will hurt the monkeys if I do.  Burn us all up if I tell.  She says Robert is slow, too slow.  If he knows I smelled the vial he'll get mad.  He'll get mad and maybe he'll hurt the monkeys too.  Burn us all up to save the world.  So I was quiet.  Even when Dr. Carton stole the vial.  But the monkeys died anyway.  Maybe because the camera saw him take it.  And Robert always saw what the camera sees.  All the monkeys are gone."  Ann started to cry.
Nella hugged her, careful not to relax in case Ann became to agitated.  "It's okay Ann, it's okay.  Let's go see if the sun is out."  She helped Ann to her feet.  Ann sniffled but shuffled obediently alongside of Nella.  They walked out of the cell and through the nearby door.  Wells and Johnson were stuffing the last mattress against the concrete wall.  The small yard was soaked in bright light.  Even Nella squinted in the spring sun.  Ann stopped moving and lifted her face, closing her eyes.  Warmth pulsed around them and the soldiers looked relaxed as they lounged in the daylight.
Something was scratching at the back part of Nella's brain.  For a man who had spent his time meticulously documenting the lab procedures, Dr. Pazzo had certainly seemed to miss a lot.   How could he not have known about the altered bacteria until Dr. Schneider told him?  Nella was uneasy as she watched Ann bask in the golden day of early spring.  Something crept up her neck and crawled behind her eyes with pricking insect legs.  If she could only think of what exactly was bothering her . . .  But a guard walked through the doorway.  "Dr. Rider," he said abruptly, "You have a visitor.  She's waiting for you at the entrance."
"Thank you."  Nella turned to Johnson.  "Are you and Wells going to stay with Ann?"
"Sure Doc," said Johnson, "I've never seen her so calm.  We'll be fine."
"I'll make sure I write that order for sedative use.  You remember what I said.  You're in charge, not Mr. Grant.  And I'm going to order those tests for the next few days.  She will have to be transported to a facility that has the correct equipment."
"And that will tell us if she'll- if she'll stay like this?" asked Johnson.
"I hope so," said Nella.  She watched Ann turn in the sun one more time and then went to meet Sevita.
Sevita was pacing at the entrance.  "What's going on?" she asked as soon as Nella came in view.  Nella sighed.  She wanted to just tell Sevita, but Frank would be upset.  "I can only tell you part of it," she said apologetically, "I need to get into Dr. Carton's house."
Sevita snorted.  "So do I, but that doesn't mean it's going to happen.  How many hundreds of hours have we watched that housed?  We've only ever seen one person go in or come out."
"Yeah, and I need to know where that person went."
"What?  Why?  I thought this was about Dr. Carton."
"I can't tell you Sevita, not yet."
"Well, what did you need me for?"
"I don't know all the entrances and exits like you.  I need to make sure that the woman we saw on the tape, if she is inside, that she doesn't get out until I've talked with her."
Sevita sighed.  "Can I at least come with you?"
"It might be dangerous, Sevita.  Not just for you, but for Christine too."
"What are you talking about?"
Frank touched Nella's shoulder.  She jumped and then blushed when she saw him.
"Sorry," he said, "didn't mean to startle you."
"Frank, this is Sevita Das from HCN.  She's going to help us get into Dr. Carton's house."
Sevita gave Nella a strange look and then smiled as if she knew something that Nella did not.  She shook Frank's hand.  "Pleased to meet you," she said.
"Likewise.  I've watched all of your documentaries," Frank said.
"Look," said Sevita, "I don't know what you're up to, but I'm coming along.  I realize it's probably confidential because of the trial and I promise not to air anything until you tell me it's okay, but there is no way-" she held up her hand to stop interruptions, "Nella, there is no way I'm not going into that house with you after all this time.  You want my help? Sure, of course I'll help you Nella, you're my friend.  But I'm not going to pass up an opportunity either."
Nella glanced at Frank.  He seemed slightly troubled.  Sevita saw it too.  She folded her arms and looked at Nella expectantly.
"Okay," Nella said, with an interior wince, "but I'm serious that this could be dangerous.  If I tell you it's time to leave, then you leave and don't wait for me or for Frank.  And Sevita, if I tell you we can't go home for a while, you have to trust me.  For Christine's sake."
Sevita still had her arms crossed but she was biting the corner of her bottom lip and Nella knew she was nervous.  "Yeah, okay Nella, I won't ask questions but I can see you're worried.  I'll be a good girl scout and follow directions."
Nella glanced at Frank.  He looked concerned but saw her look at him.  He shrugged and smiled.  "If you think this is best Nella, then we'll all go together.  Why don't we go somewhere that isn't so public to discuss the details though, okay?"
Sevita nodded.  "Nella's apartment is closest.  But I brought the bike.  I don't have car privileges like you important folks." Nella laughed.  Sevita squinted at Frank and looked particularly sly.   It made Nella's skin prickle apprehensively.
"Frank, can I catch a ride with you?  I'll show you where Nella lives."
Frank looked startled and shot a glance at Nella.  "Sure," he said quickly, but Nella blushed, knowing Sevita was not fooled.  But Sevita showed mercy and didn't say anything, just walked toward the door.  Frank turned toward Nella.  "Dr. Pazzo won't tell me anything," he said quietly, "and my contact hasn't been able to find any labs connected to Dr. Schneider, all he has is her home address."
"I don't think it's actually Dr. Schneider's lab.  I think it's Dr. Carton's.  Ann said Dr. Carton lived in Kingsfield and that Dr. Schneider was in a relationship with him.  That's all I could get from her."
"Kingsfield?  That's still in the Infected zone."
"That's just where Carton used to live, maybe the bacteria is somewhere else.  Wherever Dr. Schneider is.  Maybe even in the mansion."  She paused and looked at him.  "I know you don't want to tell Sevita anything, but we can trust her.  She's my friend and we've been through a lot together."
Frank nodded.  "For her own peace of mind, though, perhaps the less we tell her, the better."  He followed Sevita out to his car.  Nella glanced back down the hallway.  If only she could place what was bothering her.  Just a few minutes and she knew she could figure it out.  The worry was palpable, tasting acrid, like burnt sugar in her mouth.  She shook herself.  She didn't have time for this.  Nella sighed and pushed through the glass door into the bright, sunny afternoon.  
She worried what Sevita was telling Frank in the other car.  The two women hadn't met until the Cure, but Nella, like most other Immunes, was not innocent of blood shed.  She had felt a serious twist of guilt shoot through her when Dr. Pazzo had laid bare the fact that Immunes had killed people who were merely ill.  People who were not in control of themselves.  Nella knew that others had killed too, that people had defended themselves or even sought out people like Frank as if they were prey.  But her feelings were of overwhelming personal guilt.  As if she ought to have known better.  And she didn't want Frank to know what she had done in the past.  She worried that he would be disappointed somehow, that he would turn cold and unfriendly if he knew.  It made her feel deeply alone.
Sevita was already drawing a diagram of the mansion on Nella's table when she came in.  Frank was rummaging in the kitchen for lunch.  Sevita looked up with a wicked smile as Nella walked through the door.  Nella should have been exasperated, but she was not.  She was relieved and comforted to see them both there, in her home, relaxed. 
"So when did you want to do this?" Sevita asked.
Frank looked up from the cutting board.  "As soon as possible," he said.  Nella laid her keys on the counter and walked over to the table.  
"Shouldn't we wait until dark if we are going to be sneaking in?"
Sevita shook her head.  "It won't matter, that place is lit up like a pre-plague Times Square at all hours.  If there is any actual security, they'll be less likely to expect someone during the day anyway."  She pointed to the diagram. "As far as I know, the only entrances are the front door and the side door here.  But I've recorded hundreds of hours of video and never seen anyone go in.  So I either have really bad luck, or there's another entrance somewhere."
"Where?" asked Frank.
"Maybe underground," suggested Nella, "If he has a lab in there it'd be easier to control the climate if it were built underground."
"But that means the entrance could be anywhere.  How are we going to monitor it if we don't know where it is?"
"I don't like it either, Frank, but I think we're going to have to take some chances.  If we can sneak in somehow, then maybe we can locate the lab when we are inside without being caught.  What we are looking for will be there anyhow."
Sevita gave Nella a sharp, worried look, but she didn't say anything.
"We should probably go through the side door then," said Frank, "but how are we going to get through the gate without being spotted?"
"That I can help with," Sevita said.  "A while ago, I tried to get close enough to the house to peek in the windows."  She blushed.  "I just wanted to see if I could Nella, don't look at me like that.  Anyway, in the back here, this is all hedge.  He must not have a very  industrious gardener because the deer ate a patch back there and left a gap.  It was wide enough to slide through when I was there last time, but I don't know if it's grown in since then.  The hedge is about neck high- er, maybe chest high to Frank.  So we can come right up to it without being seen.  It's only crossing the yard to the door that we might get caught.  But like you said Nella, we're going to have to take a few chances to do this."
Nella walked toward her bedroom.  "Where are you going?" Sevita asked.  
"For supplies," she replied grimly.  She could hear Frank and Sevita still talking quietly over the diagram as she moved the trunk that was sitting in her closet.  Even Sevita didn't know that Nella had kept them.  While not exactly illegal, Nella had a feeling that still having a gun in a Cured area would make her a person of intense interest to the military police.  She also had a feeling that she wasn't the only one who had them.  She looked at the long wooden case and felt guilt smashing down on her.  How many people had she killed with these?  At the time she hadn't thought of them as people.  At the time she believed they were monsters.  After the first few, there hadn't even been any hesitation.  As if they were all just paper targets that could run.  She hadn't hunted them, like some of the Immunes had.  She only killed when she thought she had to.  But Nella wasn't in denial any longer about what she'd done.  She knew better now.  She knew, and she felt the weight of each bullet that she'd shot.  But she'd kept the guns.  How could she have kept them?  Why was she thinking about the need to use them again?  This time, though, it wouldn't be to escape.  And it wouldn't be against sick people.  A doubt about whether she could handle using the guns again flitted through her mind for an instant and then was gone.  She was sure.  She pulled the box out of the closet.  She walked out to the kitchen and set it silently on the table.  Sevita looked at her and then opened the box.  
"I can't Nella," Frank said quietly.  She looked at him and was startled to see how sad his face became.
Sevita just looked at her.  "It's okay," said Nella, "I can.  If I have to.  If you can't, then don't take one with you.  It will just make things worse.  I hope it's unnecessary.  But we both know what's at stake.  Sevita, you'll just have to trust me when I say it's better to be prepared."
Sevita picked up one of the guns without comment.  She zipped it carefully into her camera bag and then added a small box of ammunition.  Nella quietly did the same, putting both in the oversized pockets of her spring jacket.  Then she closed the box and placed it carefully back in the closet.  Frank went back to making lunch without any further observations, but Nella could see the sweat spring out on his head like tiny glass beads.  
They finalized their plans as they ate, but Sevita tried her best to lighten the mood and Frank played along, though Nella could see they were both as nervous as she felt.  In the end, it was almost dusk by the time they were ready to go.  Sevita had decided she needed another camera and to see Christine.  Frank said he would drive her so that he could grab some less conspicuous clothing.  All Nella could do was wait.  At first she tried to use the time to untangle whatever it was she had forgotten at the prison.  She soon concluded that whatever it was, wasn't coming back just yet.  She ended up trying to memorize Sevita's crude diagram of the house and pacing the apartment floor.  Sevita and Christine startled her when they came in.
"Chris, what are you doing here?  And where is Frank?"
Sevita and Christine shared a look.  "Told you," Sevita said.
"I came so you don't have to walk," said Christine, "Or were you going to park out front?  Besides, there's no way I'm letting Sevita go somewhere that requires a gun, Nella, without knowing where she is and having medical supplies nearby.  And your friend thought it was a good idea."
Nella blushed.  "You're right, I'm sorry.  I'm glad someone else is thinking of these details."
Christine hugged her.  "Nella, I don't know what you've got yourself into, but maybe you should wait and call the police.  You don't have to do this, whatever this is."
The panic she'd been struggling with for the past two days threatened to burst out of her and infect the room in sharp, yellow shards.  Nella fought it.  "I wish that were true Chris, I really do.  But I can't.  The police will only make things worse."  
Sevita smiled as she set her camera bag on the floor.  "And Frank is on the way.  We just beat him here is all.  He seems very nice by the way."
Nella was confused.  "Yes he's very pleasant," she replied at last.
"And I won't even ask why he didn't ask for directions here in the car."
"Oh! We just wanted a drink and I-"
"I said I wouldn't ask," Sevita winked.  Nella felt her throat dry up in embarrassment.
Christine grabbed Nella's hand and scowled at Sevita.  "What happened to your hand?"
She was still busily disinfecting Nella's wound when Frank knocked on the door.  
Nella tried to calm down as they drove toward Dr. Carton's house.  Sevita put a sympathetic hand on her arm as they sat together in the back seat.  "I've never seen you this scared," she whispered, "It's going to be okay you know."
Nella shut her eyes to keep herself from crying.  "You don't understand, Sevita, I'm not worried about getting caught."
"Obviously.  I'm not naïve Nel.  I've known you long enough to know you don't just commit felonies for the heck of it."
"I don't think there's such a thing as felonies anymore."
Sevita grinned.  "You know what I mean.  Look, you don't have to tell me or even confirm my suspicions, but I figure this has something to do with the trial, otherwise why would Frank Courtlen be involved?  And if it has to do with the trial, it has to do with the Plague.  And the only thing I can think that would make you this upset would be if you knew something very, very bad about it.  Like maybe it's not over."
Nella rubbed her eyes dry.  Sevita hugged her awkwardly.  "It's going to be okay Nella.  The world's going to go on spinning, the trees will go on growing, and the rain will keep on falling."
"What if we're not here to see it?" whispered Nella.
Sevita sighed.  "I'm not entirely sure that would be such a bad thing.  Look how badly we screwed up.  And we still treat each other like crap.  Even with only a few of us left.  Some days it feels like we'll never learn anything."
The car rolled to a stop.  The gun was so heavy that Nella's hip felt bruised.  Her chest ached as if she'd been holding her breath for too long.  She opened the door and slid out into the chilly evening air.  They were on a side street a little way past the mansion.  The streetlamps were still off and the sun was just setting, giving the sky an illusion of warmth that Nella could not feel.  She rounded the front of the car with her hands in her pockets, her good hand touching the warm metal of the gun.  She stood near Frank as Sevita kissed Christine goodbye and grabbed the camera bag. 
"What if she isn't in there?" Frank asked.
"At least someone may know where she's gone.  Remember, as far as we know, she escaped in order to destroy the bacteria.  She may already have done so.  We just have to find out for sure."
He looked at her, his face serious.  "Why bring the gun then?"
Nella was grim, but she didn't apologize.  "There is a reason no one has seen Dr. Carton, even though he's humanity's savior.  There is also a reason no one has seen Dr. Schneider since her escape.  Maybe Dr. Carton is just shy and retiring.  And maybe Dr. Schneider just wants to have a little love nest with the guy.  Or maybe she is desperate to avoid prosecution for her role in the Plague.  Or maybe they are still delusional, thinking they can perfect their bacteria so that it doesn't have these terrible side effects.  Maybe they are already infected.  The gun is for the maybes."
Sevita walked up to them.  Christine was still wiping tears away and smiling encouragingly.  "Ready?" Sevita asked in a low voice.
The three of them slipped into the empty overgrown lot across the street.
 



Meat
 
 
The mansion sat in an empty section of the City.  It, like almost every other existing building, was left over from Before.  Nella seemed to remember it as a large bank in its former life.  It was one of very few large buildings still maintained and in use.  The military government was beginning to demolish empty buildings that were in danger of collapse, but for now, most of them sat slumped and shuddering in the wind.  They smelled green and rotting and the pavement in front of most of them had been eaten away by rain.  Wild silver grass grew long and tangled in the cracks.  The clamor of birds coming home to roost in the crooked roofs and rusting cars made Nella feel even lonelier than normal.  At least they would be unnoticed in this part of town.  Sevita led the way and the three of them reached the hedge in a few short minutes.  It shocked the eye, a wall of bright, almost supernatural green against the wild golds and silvers of the dead trees and grass around them.  Something thriving in the winter land where everything else just survived until spring.
They were silent now, not knowing if someone patrolled inside the hedge.  The sun had set and left a haze of pale blue in the evening sky.  Sevita found the gap by feel and ducked into it, holding Nella's hand.  Nella reached out for Frank and pulled him through the thick, scratching branches.  They stood on the lawn in an odd twilight as the natural sun faded and the floodlights of the house tried in vain to take over.  "Look," hissed Sevita, "There aren't any lights inside."
"Maybe the curtains are closed," whispered Frank.  They didn't waste time arguing.  Leaving the shadow of the hedge they sprinted across the small backyard to the side door.  No one stopped them.  Sevita fumbled with a small pouch from her camera bag.  It was a tiny toolbox.  Frank shook his head and held up his hand.  Sevita froze as Frank tried to slowly turn the doorknob.  The latch clicked and the door opened a crack.  The air hit them as if they had just opened a tomb.  It was rancid and smelled like raw excrement.  Frank quickly closed the door and held the other hand over his mouth, trying not to retch.
"Someone is dead in there Nella," whispered Sevita.
Frank shook his head.  "No," he whispered, his face pale and shining with sweat, "that's not death.  Someone's been eating meat."
"What?"
"That's someone that's been eating a lot of meat.  You just aren't used to it because no one can afford it anymore.  Trust me, I'd know that smell anywhere.  I never wanted to smell it again."  He had to stop again trying not to retch.
"Well," said Sevita, "I guess if anyone ought to be able to afford the last few tins of canned meat it ought to be him."
Nella shook her head.  "He'd have to be eating a lot of meat to make the whole house smell like that.  I don't think even he could afford that many cans."
"You think he's got a cow in there?" said Sevita.
"I don't know.  I don't want to think about it," whispered Nella.  She put her hand over Frank's on the knob.  "I'll do it," she said.  She took a deep breath of clean air, then pushed the door open halfway.  The smell hit them again and Nella could taste rotted egg on the back of her throat.  She took a few shallow breaths to try to get used to the smell and stepped quietly inside.  It was dark, not lit by artificial light at all, only the leftover glow of the sky coming through the windows.  At least the curtains were open.  Nella waited for her eyes to adjust as Frank and Sevita came in beside her.  They were in a small, uncarpeted hallway.  The smell had made Nella think the house would be filthy and unkempt but the hallway was clear of any debris or furniture and the floor shone even in the weak light.  Nella walked to the left down the hall and through a doorway at the back of the house.  She found herself in a small, immaculate kitchen. A light in the oven hood was turned on casting a dull gold light over the countertops.  As Nella passed through toward the opposite door, she noticed a slab of meat defrosting in the sink, white and red, but odorless.  
"Nella," Frank whispered.  She looked back and he pointed to the oven.  It was set to preheat.  "Someone is coming back." 
Nella felt panic clutch at her arm muscles making her ache, but she just nodded firmly and passed out of the door into a darkened formal dining room.  She needed to let her eyes adjust again but she didn't want to wait, so she kept creeping forward, hoping she wouldn't bang into on of the massive wooden chairs.  Where was the damned lab entrance?  Even the outer light was failing fast and Nella knew they were going to have to risk turning on artificial lights soon or be caught in complete darkness, something she was desperate to avoid.  Between avoiding heavy furniture and worrying about the light, Nella didn't notice the towering grandfather clock until she was standing underneath it.  Then the tick, tick, tick was like a hammer pounding nails into her heart.  She let out a shaky breath and looked up to see the pale, stern face of the clock and relaxed, her flesh feeling like abruptly dumped water.  The far end of the dining room opened into another hallway.  Nella opened a side door to find a tiny bathroom and she quickly shut it again, before the rancid sulfur smell could overwhelm her.  
"Sevita," she whispered realizing she could no longer see if Frank or Sevita were behind her.
"I'm here," the answer floated back toward her.
"Do you have a light on your camera?"
"Sure, but it's pretty bright."
Nella hesitated.  Frank's voice was a low thrum behind her.  "It's either that or we start flipping switches."
Sevita gingerly slid past Nella and turned the camera light on.  It was almost blinding after the natural dark.  "I don't think anyone else can see down here without lights either, so there is probably no one on this floor right now," she said.
"What about the oven?" Nella asked.
Sevita shrugged in the harsh light.  "I didn't say the place was empty, just that there wasn't anyone on this floor at the moment.  If we start seeing lights turn on I'll turn off the camera light."
They walked slowly toward the front of the house.  Nella began to relax in the bright light of Sevita's camera.  She began to notice that the house was extremely quiet.  Except for the ticking of the clock she had almost run into, there was no other sound.  No dripping faucets, no humming electricity, no natural creaks.  And as they passed through the second of two large living rooms, Nella noticed there was nothing out of place either.  No books lying open or chairs pushed invitingly out from desks.  It wasn't just tidy, the house felt completely unlived in.  The oven and meat in the kitchen had been the only sign that someone existed between the walls.  At last they came to the large entry hall.  It was cold and bare.  Nella wasn't sure if it was just because of the rapidity with which they had moved or their limited scope of vision but she didn't recall seeing a single picture or mirror on any of the walls.  She was tempted to run back to the small bathroom and check there, but recognized it as foolish impulse.  Frank caught her hand and squeezed.  She looked at him and realised she could partially see his face though Sevita was facing another direction.  He pointed up the large staircase and Nella saw a light at the far end of a long hallway.  Sevita turned around.  "I think I found it," she whispered.  They turned toward where she shone the light.  A sleek silver elevator door waited just across from the completely unguarded front door.  Nella was no longer relaxed.  
"Where is everyone?  Where are the guards?  The owner?  The cook?" Frank's hand was shaking slightly around hers.  She squeezed it to calm him down.
"Should we go up or down?" whispered Sevita.
"I think the lab will be downstairs," said Nella, "and whoever is upstairs doesn't know we're here yet, so they won't run or alert anyone.
"But shouldn't we check first?" asked Frank, "We may be able to find Dr. Schneider and she'd be away-" he looked hesitantly at Sevita, "she'd be away from any sort of weapon."
Nella considered for a moment.  But while they stood there, the silver door slid open with a smooth woosh of air.  And the decision was made for them.
The man in the elevator was startled and immediately reached for the button, but Sevita sprang forward and held the door from sliding shut.  "You're Dr. Carton aren't you?" she asked.
The man was in a wheelchair and his skin hung in loose folds and wrinkles as if it were slowly melting from him.  This man couldn't be Dr. Carton.  He had to be at least thirty years older than the pictures Nella had seen of him on the news.
"What do you want?" the man asked.
Frank stepped into the elevator next to him.  "We aren't going to hurt you.  We just need to find Dr. Carton and Dr. Schneider as soon as possible."
The man sighed.  "I knew this day was coming.  I'm Dr. Carton.  And I haven't seen Dr. Schneider in weeks."
The man oozed the raw sewage smell from every pore.  Nella forced herself onto the elevator with him.  Sevita stepped in too and trained the camera on Dr. Carton.  
"We know there is a lab here Dr. Carton.  And we know about the incurable strain of the Recharge bacteria."  Nella said it calmly but it fell in the elevator like a steel bat across the old man's face.
He raised a shaky hand to his face.  "Jesus," was all he said.  Sevita stared at her as if she too, had been struck.
"Why don't we go down to the lab, Dr. Carton?  Maybe you can tell us where Dr. Schneider has gone."
"Jesus, don't kill me.  I don't know who told you about the Recharge bacteria but it isn't what you think.  I beg you not to try to find it, it won't solve your problems.  All it will do is make things worse."
"We know," said Nella grimly.  Frank pressed the basement button on the elevator.
Nella wheeled Dr. Carton into a brightly lit room with lined with steel tables and unmarked silver doors that looked like refrigerators.  Frank and Sevita hurried past her, moving swiftly and quietly down the lab.
"Why are you doing this?" Dr. Carton asked, "Don't you know it will destroy the world if you release it."
Nella was startled and looked down into the choppy sea of frightened flesh that was Dr. Carton's face.  "We don't want to release it Dr. Carton.  We want to destroy it.  Dr. Schneider was the last person to know where it is.  We just want to find her."
"What?  Then why did you break in?  How do you even know about it?"
"We were reviewing the evidence for the Plague Trial." Nella held out her hand, "I'm Dr. Rider.  I'm the court appointed psychiatrist for the trial."  Dr. Carton took her hand with some reluctance.  She noticed his hand was still shaking and wondered if it was actually palsy and not terror.  
"So Dr. Pazzo told you then."
"In a manner of speaking, yes."
"He didn't know the whole story," Dr. Carton hesitated and squinted at Nella.  He slowly added, "Or if he does, he didn't tell it to you."
Frank and Sevita joined them.  "She isn't here," Sevita said, "but there is an exit.  Its overgrown with weeds, I don't think anyone has used it in weeks."
Nella looked at Dr. Carton.  "Would you care to tell us what you think is the whole story?" she asked.
Dr. Carton sighed and wheeled his chair around so that he was facing all three of them.  
 



Dr. Carton
 
 
"I don't know what Robert Pazzo has told you or how much you believe to be true.  He probably told you that Dr. Schneider and I stole his version of the Recharge bacterium.  I won't lie.  Dr. Schneider and I did obtain a sample without permission.  He also obviously told you that he and Dr. Schneider argued at length about how durable the strain ought to be.  The idea was to make it resistant to most or all treatments administered to treat harmful diseases or used as prophylactics.  Robert was afraid of making it too strong.  He was afraid to lose control.  But then, Robert Pazzo was always spineless and short sighted."  Dr. Carton shifted uncomfortably in his chair, his drooping jaw growing dark red with anger and resentment.  "He couldn't see how much more efficient it would be to test the most durable strain immediately."
"That's probably why some of us survived," interrupted Sevita.
Dr. Carton nodded and his smile was jovial as if she had told a good joke.  "Ah, you would think that.  But my company offered to not only fund his research for the duration of the trials, but also to loan him state of the art laboratory space for as long as he needed, provided he test our version first.  In our facility there wouldn't have been a leak.  Not only would the sniffers have caught any infection present in the lab and isolated it, but untrained personnel like Miss Connelly would never have been allowed into dangerous areas in the first place.  If Dr. Pazzo had listened eight years ago, all this wretched misery might have been avoided.  But he is stubborn."
Nella crossed her arms over her chest.  "Ann told me it was Dr. Schneider who persuaded her to infect herself after depriving both Ann and Dr. Pazzo of sleep for days."
Dr. Carton sighed.  "Gerta can be overly impatient and has foregone protocol in the past in order to prove a point.  Again, my lab wouldn't have allowed her to sidestep the process or overwork her staff.
"Regardless of what might have been, it's over now.  Yes. We stole a sample of the weaker strain in order to develop a bacterial delivery system that was usable even in patients that required high doses of antibiotics.  Their small experiment was only a stepping stone in what was to be a revolution in medicine."
Frank smacked his open hand on a steel table hard enough to leave a ringing echo.  "Enough with the damn posturing.  Did you make an incurable bacteria or not?"
Dr. Carton shook as if the chill in Frank's voice cut to his bone.  "Yes," said the old man quietly.
"Has it been destroyed?"
"No.  The lab was set to begin trials on it when the outbreaks began.  By the time Gerta escaped from her lab to warn us, the social fabric was already failing.  Everything changed so fast.  You have to remember that people were infected within days, hours maybe, by Ann, and those people infected others.  For weeks the Plague was incubating without anybody knowing.   When it hit-"
"We remember.  There was a massive tide of mob violence and then- and then the world was different."  Nella's stomach clenched.       She had woken up to it as the Plague overtook her apartment building.    At first, she had opened her door to see her two neighbors fighting.  They clawed and bit and bashed without slowing. They didn't seem to register that they were injured.  They weren't even swearing at each other, just roaring endlessly from the pit of the throat.  Other neighbors came to their doors within seconds.  One young man ran at the two brawlers with a yell.  Nella thought he was going to try to stop them, to break up the fight.  It shocked her to see him simply join in, making fresh wounds on each combatant with his teeth.  More people ran from their doors and the apartments around Nella quickly emptied.  They were a swirling, jerking mass of cracking bone and splashing blood, snapping teeth and crushing pistons made of limbs.  Nella had simply stood, completely uncomprehending for a few long minutes.  Then she realized she was the only one left to stop the brawl.
She yelled at the top of her voice trying to cut through the strange, creaking growl that they made at each other.  "Hey!  Cut it out!  What the FUCK?"
The mob stopped and was ominously still for a second.  Each member turned toward Nella, untangling the twisted knot into a crowd of people again.  Their breathing was a ragged, uneven ocean of sound and the copper smell of blood.  She had time to pick out details.  Like 4A's girlfriend was missing an eye and didn't seem to notice at all.  And 7B's arm hung the wrong way as he reached toward her.  And everywhere faces were slick and shiny with dark blood but teeth shone through the crowd like a recurring nightmare of peppermint, maroon and white.  They began to run toward Nella.  She slammed the door and locked it even as it shivered in its frame.  Within seconds the people had turned their attention back toward each other and continued to tear each other apart.
Nella had tried the police several times that day and in the week following but no one ever answered.  The brawl had eventually either burnt itself out or moved to another floor leaving a wake of blood and dead flesh behind.  Nella spent the week curled in a ball on the floor in front of the television.  She didn't start crying until the news anchor turned feral on camera, his voice going from slurry but rational to a low, meaningless groan within seconds.  She turned off the television before he could attack the cameraman.  The power had gone out later that day.  She still tried to call someone, anyone she knew over and over.  She got only voice mail until her phone had died for good.
Within a few days, the building began to reek.  The hallway buzzed with flies caught in the tacky, rotting mash on the rug.  Nella knew that she would have to leave, have to see for herself what was left of the world.
"What?  You've never heard of a phone before?"  Sevita's voice broke through the haze of Nella's memory and she shook herself back to the present.  
"By that time the lines were either jammed with panicked people or maybe Dr. Schneider's phone was dead.  I know mine was," said Dr. Carton, his voice gone whiny and waspish.
Frank leaned into Nella.  "Are you all right?" he whispered, and his breath was warm and alive in the well of her ear.  Nella nodded.
"Look," Sevita was saying, "I don't even know why we're arguing about this.  At some point Dr. Schneider found you right?   And she told you how dangerous this bacteria was and you went back to the lab.  That's what happened right?"  Nella could hear a bitter edge of panic in Sevita's voice.  Dr. Carton rubbed his temple as if agitated.  Nella noticed his palsy was more pronounced.  She leaned forward to look at him more closely.
"No," said Dr. Carton, "I mean- yes, she found me.  But, I wasn't- I wasn't quite myself when she found me."
"What do you mean you 'weren't yourself?'"
"He means he was infected," said Nella, realizing what the shakes in his muscles and confinement to a wheelchair resulted from.
"You were infected?  But how is that possible?  You cured the Plague."  Frank ran a hand over his smooth head in confusion and frustration. 
Dr.  Carton began to slowly wring his hands and his voice shifted from petulant to teary.  "Actually, neither of those statements is correct."
Nella felt her throat tighten and lift and her chin ached with pressure.  "Oh God," she managed and ran to the nearest sink.  Dr. Carton frantically wheeled after her trailing a bewildered Frank and Sevita.
"Dr. Rider, please understand,  I didn't know what caused the Plague until much later, not until Gerta told me.  I didn't know how it worked on the Infected, I was only trying to sur-"
Nella retched so violently that the world went a hazy noiseless ash color and she missed the end of the word.  She tilted her head sideways so that she could get a breath of air.  Sevita was trying to keep Dr. Carton in her shot, still unsure what was happening but knowing it was important to catch on film.  Nella reached up and turned the tap handle.  She wiped her face with the cool water, but she could still feel her disgust as burning acid at the base of her throat.  She turned back to Dr. Carton.
"You were a scientist.  A doctor.  How could you do-"
"I never killed anyone," Dr. Carton interrupted, speaking quickly, "Not then.  I thought if I smelled like them, if I acted and looked like them, if even my sweat blended in, then I wouldn't be attacked.  I only ever-" he paused and began again in a low voice as if he did not want the world to overhear, "I only ever ate the leftovers."
Nella retched again, but this time it caught in her gut, a spiky ball of horror stretching painfully against her innards.
"You mean you ate the dead?" Frank asked.  He was pale as chalk.  Nella could hear a sudden rattling of plastic as the camera shook in Sevita's hands.  Frank tried to calm himself.  "You mean you were infected," he said, "like everyone else.  It's okay, it wasn't you, it was the disease-"
"No, Mr. Courtlen.  I wasn't ill.  At least not ill with the Plague.  I felt no compulsion to eat humans.  It was- it is abhorrent to me both in theory and fact.  I couldn't keep it down the first few  times. I didn't slur or stumble or have any tics like the Infected.  I had to adopt those.  I hid in the lab for about a week, watching what they did.  I felt it was necessary for me to blend in as much as possible if I was to survive."
"But you must have seen them attack each other too," said Sevita.
"Only when they were hungry.  I followed a group of them after I left the lab.  As long as I was careful to stay in places with- with rich pickings and didn't move quickly, they ignored both me and each other.  They only went into a frenzy when the pica returned.  It worked, here I am, eight years later."
Frank held his own face in his hands and Nella thought he might be crying.  Nella cleared her throat, her breath scraping against the raw spots where her stomach acid had lain.  They were all silent for a moment, the dripping sink echoing with a metallic ping and the florescent bulbs buzzing like mad flies trying to escape.
Nella folded herself onto the cold floor.  She brushed her sweaty hair off of her forehead and felt as if she were wearing away, eroding under the weight of the world.  "So Dr. Schneider eventually found you in this- condition?" she asked wearily.
"Yes, Dr. Rider.  It took almost a year.  You can imagine I wasn't completely in my right mind by then.  I was ill with something and despite my best efforts, I'd been attacked and bitten several times. I was close to starving when Gerta found me.  We made it to what was left of military headquarters.  Gerta didn't tell anyone what we'd done and as soon as I was well enough, we left and set up a lab in secret to work on the Cure.  Gerta didn't want to waste time with testing procedures."  Dr. Carton paused, rubbing his temple again.  "She said she had to fix it, that it was all her fault and she had to fix it.  It was my job to pull in Infected to test on.  The first tests- they didn't go very well."  Dr. Carton swiped at his eyes and sniffed, and his voice was wheedling and teary again.  "Gerta told me to get rid of the bodies.  She said we had to emerge from this thing with a clean image.  And we couldn't do that with dead patients.  So, I did what I knew how to do.  And Gerta promised not to tell anyone, as long as I did what I was told, she wouldn't tell anyone what I was."
"You mean you continued to cannibalize the dead?" Sevita asked, her voice dry and papery.
"Yes.  Once I was used to it, it was easy."
"If you did all of these terrible things to keep your secret, why are you telling us now?"
Dr. Carton closed his eyes and sighed.  "Because you already know the worst secret and you know it's still out there, waiting to kill everything.  Because I've become convinced that one more old villain like me will just fade into the woodwork in this beat up corpse of a world.  Because I'm tired of pretending to be the savior of mankind.  At best Dr. Schneider postponed our deaths with the Cure.  I was nothing more than a lab assistant.  But Gerta threatened to tell the world what I had become if I didn't claim the Cure for my own.  She didn't want to be found.  She still doesn't."
"But she knows where the incurable strain is?" asked Frank.
"She said she was going after it.  She was going to return to the lab if she could and destroy it before anyone else could.  That's what she said when she left a few weeks ago.  She said it'd been weighing on her.  I told her not to worry about it.  It's still far into the Infected zones.  It's not like the Infected will find it.  And I highly doubt there are scavengers out that far.  But she was insistent.  She packed up a carload of all the survival gear I could still wrangle from the military and a stock of Cure darts and took off."
"We need to know where the laboratory is."  Frank's voice was low and threatening and Nella felt her skin curdle at the violence in it.
"Didn't you hear me?  I said it was overrun.  There's no way you'll even get close.  It was a suicide mission for her and it will be for anyone that follows her."
"You survived."
"I had to act like the Infected.  And I was fleeing toward what was left of civilization."
"Someone is eventually going to reach that lab Dr. Carton.  It may not be soon, but someday, somebody will.  If we go now maybe we can stop the next plague before it begins."
Dr. Carton sighed and shook his head.  "Very well.  It's your neck you're risking, not mine.  Come upstairs with me and I'll draw you a map and get you some Cure darts from the safe."
The thought of getting into the elevator with Dr. Carton again made Nella nauseated all over again.  She pressed herself into the corner as far from his stench as she could and tried to think of anything except what she'd heard in the past hour.
They made a quick exit after that, especially when it became clear that he was about to prepare his dinner.  None of them wanted to think about the slab of defrosting meat in the stainless steel kitchen sink.  They slunk out of the side door again and through the hedge, not wanting any passers by to question them.  Christine was waiting for them in the car, her face like an angel of sanity.  In six years Nella had never seen Sevita cry, but she did when she got in the car and Chris kissed her.  
"Let's get out of here Chris," she said, "I never want to see this house again."
Christine took the long way to Nella's apartment so they wouldn't have to pass by the mansion again.  Christine didn't ask any questions and they were silent until they parked.  They sat in the car for a long moment without moving.  
"Chris, why don't you take the car tonight.  You don't need to ride your bikes in the dark.  I'll walk over Monday morning," Nella said at last.
"Are you sure?" Christine asked, "That's an early morning for you."
"I'll pick you up before court Nella, we can pick up your car after the session on Monday," Frank offered.
Nella smiled.  "There, it's all set then."  She slid out of the car.  Frank followed her.
Sevita rolled down the window.  "Nella," she called. Nella leaned down to talk to her.  "What are you going to do?"
"I'm going to forget it tonight, maybe forget it until Monday.  Then I'm going to go to court for the first day of trial, just like you.  Just like Frank.  Then I'll think about what I need to do.  I'm the only one who only has to make occasional appearances in court."
"You can't go alone," said Sevita.
"Let's not talk about it today. Just say goodnight Sevita."
"Goodnight.  See you on Monday."
Nella waved as the car pulled away.  Frank was a solid shadow in the dark beside her.  "Do you want me to say 'goodnight' too?" he asked.
She thought he might be smiling but she couldn't see.  She hoped that he wasn't.  "No," she said, and she wasn't smiling.  She took his hand and led him through the dark parking lot and up the silent, lifeless stairs.
 



Flotsam
 
 
She felt a sigh of relief travel from her throat to the base of her foot as she stepped through her doorway.  She immediately felt guilty.  "I'm sorry Frank, you probably want to be home in your own space relaxing." 
Frank grinned for the first time in what seemed like days.  "Are you serious?  Neither of us would be relaxing if I was at home.  I'd be pacing the floor worrying about what you were planning.  And you'd be- well, you'd be planning."
Nella laughed.  "I'm too tired to plan."
Frank's grin faded.  "You aren't going alone."
"Let's not worry about it just yet.  I'm sick of being scared."
He gently grabbed her chin and turned her face toward him.  "We don't have to talk about it right now Nella, but you aren't going alone.  I may seem like an amiable pushover sometimes, but I mean it."
Nella dropped her eyes for a second and then looked steadily at him.  "We don't need to argue about it now."
"Or ever," he said.  She shook her head and smiled.  She walked away from him toward the bathroom. 
"Where are you going?" he asked.
"To brush my teeth. I can still taste that house in my throat."
"I'm going to get a change of clothes from the car then."
Nella turned around.  "Do you want me to come with you?" she asked.
Frank looked confused.  "No, I know right where my bag is.  Are you okay?"
Nella smiled but it wavered like a false reflection.  "Yeah, just nervous I guess."  
"I'll be right back, I promise."
"I know," she said and went to clean off the stench of Dr. Carton.  
She was in the closet carefully packing away the guns when he came back.  She jumped when he said in a low voice from behind her, "I'm glad we didn't have to use those."
"Me too," she said and shoved the trunk back against the closet wall.  It hit with a bang she hadn't intended and she tensed again.
"Nella, you have to calm down.  What is it you are scared of?  That old man?"  She could see a ripple of revulsion pass up Frank's frame.  "He's sick, there's no doubt about that, but surely this isn't so far afield from things you've had patients dealing with during the Cure, is it?"
Nella waved a hand dismissively as she backed out of the closet and shut the door.  "No," she said, "it's not Dr. Carton.  I've just had this overwhelming feeling of dread since we left the prison today.  I don't know why, but I keep thinking I'm overlooking something important.  As if everything depends on me figuring it out and as if something or someone is going to stop me before I can."
Nella shrugged.  "I don't know," she sighed, "it's probably nothing.  I think the pressure is just making me jumpy."
Frank's face was tight and anxious.  Nella laughed and patted his arm.  "Don't worry.  I'm not quite cracked yet.  A little paranoia is healthy."  He didn't relax.  She looked at him for a moment.  "I'm glad you're here," she said.
"Me too," he said with an immediate smile.  Nella felt her interior gravity shift.  It startled her and she walked into the kitchen before he could say or do anything else.  
"Come on," she called back to him, "You must be starving.  I am."
"Really? After hearing all that, you're still hungry?"
Nella paused for a moment.  "Surprisingly, yes."
"All right.  Let me change first.  Besides I made lunch, it's your turn to cook," he said and disappeared into the bathroom. 
Nella watched the steam curl out of the bottom of the bathroom door as she cooked.  She had always been comfortable in her apartment.  She didn't go looking for things to add to it, they just sort of found her.  Gifts from friends or things she'd saved from empty, abandoned places.  Like her cookbooks.  Her life was like a net gathering bits of flotsam after the storm.  She didn't go looking for people to add to her life either.  She didn't push people away, at least, she didn't think she did.  But sometimes people seemed to swirl around her and stick when she was least prepared for it.  Less and less lately. She watched the warm, clean mist creeping out of the bathroom and wondered if Frank was one of those people. She realized she was lonely. Nella sighed.  What was she thinking?  She was a psychiatrist hired to be an impartial observer for the most important trial in history.  Even having the defense counsel over for dinner was seriously questionable.  And now they were both privy to something that could change not only the outcome of the trial but the fate of civilization as well.  She tried to be rational.  I'm a logical person, not some weak-willed woman who runs after other people for affection or protection.  Nella immediately felt ashamed of the thought.  Why was she feeling so judgmental?  Was it what others would think?  Or what she thought of herself?  She rapped her wooden spoon on the side of the pot in an angry burst.  Why did she even like him?  She knew very little about him.  He was pleasant, but she had met many pleasant men over the years and never thought twice about it.  Perhaps it was simply the pressure of the trial.  But she rejected that as well.  She had survived far worse without turning to intimacy for comfort.  He was not pretty.  Even now, she could admit that.  Too thin and and angular, dark scars twisting his face and arms, and still visibly fragile and pallid from long illness. No one would think that he was handsome.  But it had been a while since Nella had found him ugly, despite all that.  She was having a terrible time trying to convince herself that he wasn't attractive.  Because, of course, he was.  She didn't know if it was something physical, like the grace with which he moved his ridiculously long limbs when she expected him to constantly be tripping over himself, or if it was something deeper and less defined.  Nella had noticed Frank's patience with people even when he was unfairly treated and she didn't ignore his kindness to everyone around him and most especially toward herself.  Nella was modest, but she wasn't blind.  Frank had been sending clear signals.  She knew he was just waiting to find out if she felt the same way about him.  She felt a pang of sympathy when she realized he had reasons to be less confident than she.  She wondered if he'd been rejected many times since the Cure or if he'd ever been able to move past the death of his wife.  Nella felt ridiculous and self conscious.  She scolded herself into concentrating on what she was doing.  The constant, quiet splash of the shower ended and Nella could feel panic set in.  That's enough, she thought, stop being silly Nella.  I can't do anything until after the trial.  Otherwise we'll both lose our jobs.  She thought she had convinced herself into rationality by the time Frank walked quietly out of the bathroom.
"That smells great," he said, coming into the kitchen.  He rummaged around the cabinets looking for silverware.  He was humming something without knowing it.  Nella watched him as he set the table.  How the hell did I ever think he was ugly? She wondered.  He turned around and saw her watching him.  He stopped humming and smiled self consciously.  "What?" he asked.
Nella blushed and returned his smile.  "Nothing.  What were you humming?"
Frank thought for a second.  "I have no idea.  Sorry, does it bother you?"
"No, not at all.  I was just curious."  She turned back to the stove and filled their plates so she could blush in private.  We should have dinner and then I should send him home.  Not should.  Will send him home. 
But her resolve weakened as the evening wore itself away.  He seemed comfortable with her, unwound even, as if he had been screwed together too tightly for far too long.  When she met him, she had thought he was too introverted to be a lawyer.  He had been friendly but it had seemed rehearsed, like something he often got wrong.  But now she wondered if the world had made him that way after the Cure.  He had been so subdued with both Dr. Pazzo and Mr. Grant.  It was easy to believe Frank was so ashamed of what the infection had done to him that he became deferential to anyone who treated him poorly, that he really thought he deserved it. She was hesitant to shatter what comfort he had found with her by sending him away.  
He looked at her intensely for a moment, but Nella's mind was so far away she barely noticed.
"Stop psychoanalyzing me," he said, "I told you I didn't want you to think about me that way."
"I wasn't-"
Frank laughed.  "You're a terrible liar.  But I guess that's good in a doctor."
"Well how do you want me to think about you then?"
Frank got up and picked up his plate.  He leaned over her and paused as he picked hers up too.  "Now you're changing the subject," he said gently and then walked to the sink.  Nella's ribs felt too tight.  She tried to ignore it.  
"What makes you think I was psychoanalyzing you?"
Frank turned the water on and spoke over the splashing, but didn't turn his face toward her.  "Because you were staring at me for a while.  And I think you've gotten over your revulsion of my scars by now, so it wasn't that-"
"I was never revolted by you-" Nella tried to interrupt.
"You were,"  Frank laughed and it was dry and brittle like an old leaf hanging between them.  "You tried very hard not to show it, I know.  Maybe you even tried very hard not to feel it, but I could see you flinch every time I came near you-"
Nella sprang from her seat and across the kitchen.  "I'm not revolted by you," she said when she reached him.  He turned off the faucet and calmly began wiping the clean dishes.  Frank looked at her.
"I know.  Not any more, anyway.  So I know you weren't watching me because you were frightened or disgusted."  He handed her the dry plate and she stared dumbly at it because his fingers had touched hers as he passed it to her and the sizzling it left in her mind made her too dizzy to put the plate in the cabinet.
"But you weren't staring into space, Nella, you were staring at me." Frank smiled, "All I can think is that you were either analyzing me or you were trying to figure out a way to toss me out for the night without feeling guilty."
Nella blushed.  "I wasn't psychoanalyzing you."
He handed her the other plate.  "If you want me to go," he said quietly, "All you have to do is say so.  Nothing will be different tomorrow.  We'll still be friends."
"I don't want you to go," she said and then rushed to put the plates away so that she wouldn't see his face.
"Good," he said, "because I'd like to stay.  Your couch is comfortable."
She laughed despite her anxiety and turned back toward him.  "How did you know what I was thinking about?" 
"Because I've thought about it too.  I'm an adult, Nella, I know how the world works.  I'm not supposed to like you.  And you're supposed to be impartial and everyone is supposed to play by the rules.  If anyone found out that we weren't strangers to each other, the world would riot.  And that's just the trial."
"What do you mean, 'that's just the trial?'  Is there something else?"
"You're an Immune.  You're supposed to be registering with DHRS and marrying another Immune so you can have lots of little Immune children.  And I'm an Infected-" he held up his hand to stop her protest, "whether I've been Cured or not, I'll always be an Infected.  I don't have the genetic resistance to pass on to the next generation.  I'm supposed to die out, wither out of the gene pool."
"I don't care about that-"
"You might not.  Your friends might not even care.  But the rest of the world will.  People like Mr. Grant will.  Maybe we'd lose our jobs or be shunned or cheated at the market.  Maybe we would have to live in more dangerous places than this."  Frank sighed.  "I know you aren't naïve Nella.  I realize you've thought about this already.  That's what you were thinking about before I interrupted you.  I just don't know what you decided."
"What did you decide?"
Frank leaned against the counter and crossed his arms as if he were preparing for a blow from her.  "That I gave up caring what the world thought of me a long time ago.  That I already took the bitter leavings the world tossed at me every day, why shouldn't I accept the beautiful things it put in my path too?" Frank reached out to touch her face, but stopped short and pulled back.  He stopped looking at her and looked toward the door, expecting to be walking through it.  "But I still care about what the world thinks about you and what it would do to you if I were involved with you.  This life is hard enough as it is.  We both know that.  I don't want to make it any harder."
The sink plinked a sorry tune between them as Nella thought about what she wanted to tell him.  "Frank," she said at last, "the world isn't just nasty people like Mr. Grant and his cronies.  It's also people like Sevita and Wells and Johnson.  The world has always had bigots in it.  I think it always will.  If the Plague proved anything, it proved that.  Even when we're on the point of extinction we still waste energy on hating each other.  Living according to the standards of the Mr. Grants of the world isn't going to make them go away.  And it will only make you- us miserable."  Nella reached up and touched the scar on Frank's cheek with the fingertips of her bandaged hand.  "How could I ever be revolted by you?  If I ever did, I'm sorry for it now.  You've shown nothing but kindness and patience, even to people who treated you badly.  Even to people that I couldn't bring myself to be patient with or kind to. How could you make my life anything but better?  If the judge wants me to recuse myself I will.  If the Mr. Grants of the world want me to stop practicing, I'll do that too.  But I don't want you to go."
Nella was a little amazed to realize how much she really meant it.  She smiled and looked up at Frank. But his face was grim and still.  He hadn't moved, even when she'd touched him. Nella's smiled withered away. "What's wrong?" she asked before her throat could snap shut with panic.
"I'm not what you believe.  I'm not patient and I can be cruel, Nella.  I can't do this."  He gently moved her aside and walked toward the door.
"Frank wait." The lamp sparkled on his face like frost.  The rest of him in shadow, slipping away, his hand already turning the door knob.
"Wait," she said again, but she was calm, not pleading.  He waited, turning toward her, but didn't move from the door.  The light behind him made his face a dark room she couldn't see into.
"It's not for you to decide," she said, "You may think you're protecting me from some mistake by leaving, but it's my mistake to make," she smiled, but her eyes felt pinched and there was a rough stone in the base of her throat.  "And it's already been made."
Frank's shoulders sagged.  He shook his head.  "You don't know me.  You don't know what I've done."
She wanted to tell him she didn't care, that whatever it was, it couldn't be that bad.  But in the world that remained after humans had slaughtered each other with their bare hands and sick people had been executed not only to insure safety, but also for sport even after the Cure, in this world, that wasn't true anymore.  The little voice in the hollow still place of her chest said that, yes, it could be that bad.  So she was calm, too rational to tell him what she really meant, when she said, "How will I know if you never tell me?" She took a step toward him.  "You can stay the man you've made yourself into, and I'll never know what you were before.  No one's going to betray you, no one's going to tell your secrets." Nella paused and crossed the remaining space between them so she could see his face in the dim light.  "Or you can tell me what it is you think you've done.  You can spill it out in the most wretched language you like and be free of it.  And let me decide."
He was silent.  She desperately wanted to watch his hand on the knob, as if it, alone, decided what happened next.  Her hand ached to take his away from the door.  She forced herself to focus on his face.  He shifted his weight and she shut her eyes so she wouldn't see the door open.  "It isn't a kindness, this way Frank.  It isn't sparing me anything to just leave with things half said."
She felt his sigh like a slide of warm sand shifting against her side.  She opened her eyes and he had let go of the doorknob.
"There was a kid, Nella.  That's why we were Infected." he sat wearily on the couch.
 



You Had a Child?
 
 
"You had a child?"
Frank shook his head.  "No, this was after the Plague started. We had this bomb shelter.  It'd come with the house when we bought it.  I just kept it stocked because it seemed like a good idea and a safe place to store emergency supplies.  You know, in case of a bad storm or something.  But then, the Plague began spreading.  It hadn't reached our area yet, in fact, I think we were one of the last places to become infected.  But we heard on the news that the incubation period was very, very long.  We didn't wait to see if we'd get sick.  We closed ourselves in the bomb shelter and just tried to wait until it could burn itself out.  It had it's own air filter, we had enough water and food for years. We were safe, my wife and I.  All we had to do is stay sane and keep the door closed and we would've been fine.  We were safe."
Nella sank down onto the couch next to him but she didn't try to touch him.  
"But then, a few weeks later, there was this pounding on the door.  Sarah, my wife, begged me not to open the door.  We had already discussed it, we'd agreed that no one, not family, not neighbors, nobody was going to come in.  But I heard this little voice."  He put one long hand on his head.  "This small voice that was so scared.  It just kept saying, 'Let me in, please let me in!  They'll eat me!  I'm not sick, let me in!'  And on the other side was Sarah, pleading for me to come away from the door, for heaven's sake not to listen.  She kept saying, 'It's a trick.  They'll rob us or throw us out.'  But I had to.  I had to open the door.  It was someone's baby.  Someone's whole reason for being.  And he was begging for anyone to help him.  Nella, how could I not open the door?"
He looked at her as if she had some answer, but she was silent.
"I let him in.  Sarah, bless her, never said another word about it, just acted as if it was the plan the whole time.  As soon as the door opened she acted like she was the boy's own mother."
His chest hitched and he choked back a sob.  His hands kept moving, sliding over his face, rubbing his knees, flying in front of him like startled birds.
"But he was sick?"
"Yes, he was sick.  It took us a few weeks to realize it.  He was slower and slower.  He stopped talking.  But we just kept pretending like it was okay.  We kept telling him we were just going to wait a few days for him to feel better, and then we'd all go find his parents.  We never had our own, we were so young.  We didn't know what the hell we were doing, but we did the best we could for him.  There were no doctors to call, no medicine we could give him or even anyone to ask advice from.  There was only us in that tiny metal tube, watching the time run away from us so slowly.  And then about a month after we let him in, he bit me.  I yelled for him to stop, just to calm down and stop, but he wouldn't.  He just kept clawing and screaming and there was blood everywhere.  I kept trying to hold him back but he was so wild.  I didn't want to hurt him.  He was just a little boy, maybe eight. Maybe younger.  And Sarah shot him." Frank stopped a small groan with his hand over his own mouth.  "Sarah shot him because I couldn't do it.  She wanted to shoot me too.  I begged her not to.  I told her we could be immune, we weren't sick.  And the bites weren't how it spread.  She listened.  I should've let her shoot me then."  He put his head in his hands and his whole body shook.  "I should've let her shoot me." 
Nella didn't know what to do.  She'd seen dozens of people cry in the past several years and she always knew what to do.  But not now.  Her skin ached to touch him, to glide her fingertips over his back in soothing strokes.  But she sat motionless beside him instead.
"Was she Immune?"  her voice was low and thick around the lump of sympathy in her throat.
"I'm not sure," he said, trying to wipe his eyes.  Nella resisted the urge to hand him a tissue.  "She said she felt very slow over the next few weeks but she never seemed to show symptoms other than that.  But maybe that's why she waited too long.  Maybe she was thinking so slowly she missed my symptoms."
"Maybe she thought you'd get better."
Frank nodded.  "Yeah, she would have hoped that."  He rubbed his shoulder.  "Some days, I think she missed on purpose.  But I didn't get better.  And if she was sick, then she held on longer than I did.  We were arguing about the boy again.  We had wrapped him in a blanket and some old plastic sheeting I had stored in the bunker. I thought he ought to be buried.  And I meant to do it.  But every time I got close to the door, Sarah would panic.  She'd beg me to wait just one more day, not to leave her alone with those things waiting for her outside the door.  I tried to tell her that anything that was out there would've moved on, but she was convinced that if I opened the door again we'd both be dead.  We were both sure we were Immune.  But the infection was already inside.  It was already too late.  But I kept putting off burying the boy to appease her.  We argued about it every day for weeks.  In the back of my mind, I knew he was rotting, that we were breathing him in.  I couldn't smell it- maybe because we never opened the door for fresh air, so it kind of just crept up gradually.  We never smelled him, but in the back of my head it drove me crazy to think about him in there with us, slowly falling apart, liquefying.  I used to lie awake thinking about it."  Nella felt Frank's shudder pass through his body and into hers as he spoke.
"So this last day, I could barely get the words out.  I was trying to climb up the ladder to the hatch and hold his body at the same time.  He kept slipping inside the plastic and I could feel the bones shifting and wiggling in there.  And I just wanted it done.  My feet didn't work right, but only sometimes, so I would get a few steps up and the bag would slip, and I would yank it up again.  Then I'd lift my foot up to take another step and instead, slide backwards.  It took a long time and I was getting angry.  I had started while Sarah was asleep, because I didn't want her to stop me again.  This time I had to bury him, or I'd go mad.  I knew it.  I only had three steps left to reach the hatch when she woke up.  I knew it would take me another fifteen minutes or so just to manage those steps, but I thought if I could just get the door open, she'd stop being upset about it and I could take my time with the rest.  I was covered in sweat and so tired.  The boy couldn't have been more than fifty pounds.  Something I wouldn't normally struggle with.  But that day- I don't think I've ever been that tired before or since.  I felt like all the water and air had been squeezed out of me and I was just this paper thing, just a husk being thrown around in a strong wind.  I managed another step and I could almost reach the door handle with one hand.  Almost.  If I hadn't been carrying the boy I could have reached it."       Frank stretched his arm in front of him as if the hatch were before him now, always just farther than he could manage.  Nella wondered how many nightmares had featured that hatch over the years in Frank's mind.
"But if I reached as far as I could have, the boy would have slipped out of my other arm and fallen.  Sarah was just stretching but she saw me pretty quickly up on the ladder and she sprang out of bed.
'Frank,' she said, and she was already crying, 'Don't go today.  Please, just one more day I promise.'
I put my forehead on the ladder rung in front of me, trying to focus on the cool touch of the metal.  I wanted to cry.  I couldn't turn back.  Not now.  This small trip up a ladder, a trip that would have taken all of thirty seconds when I was well, had taken over an hour.  I think some part of me knew I was really sick.  I don't think I would've come back to the shelter if I'd left that day.  Sarah would have been safe.  
"The ladder wasn't that long, maybe twenty rungs in all.  I could stand at the bottom and reach halfway up to the hatch.  I didn't have the greatest grip on the boy by now, I just kept readjusting as he slipped, so part of him was dangling below me.  It was low enough that Sarah could reach it if she stood up on her toes.  
'Sarah,' I said, 'It has to be today.' and that was all I could manage to say without forgetting which word I wanted to say next.  I just kept repeating, 'It has to be today' over and over.  I lifted my foot to put it on the next rung.
Sarah was yelling at me, begging me not to do it, but all of my concentration was on that one foot.  I just had to get that one foot onto the next rung without slipping.  She didn't wait for that though.  She started pulling on the plastic around the boy.  She wasn't just gently tugging either.  Sarah was desperate to stop me.  She yanked as hard as she could.  The boy slipped away from me and landed with a greasy pop next to her.  But the sudden shift in weight threw what little balance I had completely off.  I fell too, landing on my back on the cement floor.  I think I blacked out for a second and the wind was knocked out of me.  I could see Sarah leaning over me as I lay gasping there.  She was crying and her hair brushed my face.  The bunker light made a halo around her head, sparked and shone on her skin.  And I had my last charitable thought then.  I thought, she's just scared.  She didn't mean to hurt me, she's just scared.  
And then it was as if someone came along and blew the little candle that was my soul out and left an empty, cold place behind.  All I could think of was how much pain I was in from the fall, from the disease, how hard I had worked to get the boy up the ladder and Sarah had smashed me back into the ground.  That she was always holding me back from doing what I knew needed to be done.  That I had to get rid of her, so I could be free.  And while she was still leaning over me, trying to see if I was all right, trying to help me, I grabbed her hair and wrapped it around and around my hand, pulling her down toward me."
Frank looked at Nella and his face was like a cracked mirror that could only show grief.  His voice wavered.  "She must have been so scared.  I'd never even raised my voice with her before that.  She must have been terrified and heartbroken.  Her whole face was almost blank with shock.  And I knew, even then, that she was frightened.  I knew and I was glad.  It was a fierce, hot joy, as if I was filled with vengeance.  But for what?  She hadn't done anything.  And I did the most painful thing I could think to do.  I bit her behind the ear.  I bit her so hard that her skin and scalp started to come away from her skull."
Nella felt her stomach boiling away even as she tried not to shudder.  Her teeth ached in protest at the image.  
"I bit her where I used to love kissing her the most.  And I still felt nothing but visceral delight in doing it.  I let her hair go though, when she screamed and she leapt back.  It took me a few seconds to get up off the floor, because it really had given me a blow to land that hard.  Sarah didn't waste those seconds.  She found the gun and had it pointed at me.  She was crying, begging me to stop.  She said I was just sick, if I could calm down, she'd get me to a hospital and everything would be okay.  I stood there, this hulk of a thing, my mouth dripping with her blood and I could feel the grin splitting my lips.  She was trying to save me, and all I could think of was how good it had felt to bite her.  Like it filled some part of me I'd never known was empty before.  I could see the end of the gun shaking and I knew she wouldn't be able to do it before I reached her.  And I didn't care that I was going to kill her and I didn't care that I was going to die too.  All I wanted was that feeling back.  There was nothing left in me but this growl, this grunt that grew and grew until I leapt at her and I couldn't even hear her screaming over the growl coming from my chest.
"If there had been any mercy at all left in me, I would have tried for her neck and ended it quickly.  Instead I scratched and hit her face.  She had lost control of the gun, I was far too close for her to raise it again.  She reached behind her and found a glass bottle and smashed it across my face.  That's how I got this."  Frank rubbed the purple jag on his cheek.  Nella's eyes were too blurry with crying to see his face very well.  She wasn't sure she wanted to see it at that moment anyhow.
"The shock of it pushed me back about a foot and Sarah managed to raise the gun.  She was still crying.  She wasn't angry with me, she wasn't trying to hurt me.  She was just crying.  And she shot me in the shoulder as I sprang again for her.  I wasn't glad anymore.  I was angry.  Hideously, blindly angry.  I snapped her neck with my hands.  And she was gone.  And I was alone with my rage and that never ending hunger.  How could you possibly love somebody like that?"
Nella swept the tears from her face.  Frank was looking grimly at her, but Nella didn't think he was really seeing her.
"Dr. Pazzo wasn't lying when he said they found me just a few months later surrounded by the bones of my wife and the boy.   I didn't bury them.  I didn't even leave them in peace in the silent bunker.  I was surrounded by bottles of water and over a year's worth of food.  But I ate the bodies as they rotted around me.  After the Cure, when I could think rationally again, I realized what I'd done.  I wished that they'd left me in the bunker to starve.  I didn't want to live, but I believed it was a just punishment, that killing myself would be worse than everything that I'd done before.  Every following breath was hell, until I met you.  I could feel them inside me, I could remember their taste, the texture of their skin and organs.  I could taste it all the time, no matter how many times I scoured my teeth.  I could smell the rot on my skin no matter how much I scrubbed.  How could you kiss someone like that?"
Frank sat motionless as Nella got up to stand in front of him.  She warmed his scarred cheek with the palm of her hand.  "I wish I could tell you that Sarah would forgive you.  I think she would, but I didn't know her." Nella watched his eyes fill again.  "I don't even know if there is anything to be forgiven.  You were ill.  The whole world was sick. It still is.  Infected and Immune alike.  I don't have to love the person that did those things.  He's not real.  He never was."
Nella threaded her fingers through one of his long hands.  "I know these hands did those things.  And I forgive them." She brought his hand to her lips. 
She traced his mouth with one finger.  "I know this mouth did those things.  And I forgive it."        
She watched his eyes for a long moment.  "But your heart didn't do those things. I don't have to forgive it for anything."  
She leaned down and kissed him.  She felt Frank sob and he held her around the waist as if he was drowning. She bent her head and whispered, "Please stay."  But she never knew if he heard her.
 



News From the Lab
 
 
Nella woke to the phone ringing.  The couch had made her stiff and sore.  She still hadn't showered and she felt grimy and scratchy.  She sat up slowly.  Frank was not next to her.  The phone was still ringing, but she ignored it.  She checked the bathroom, but it was dark and silent.  "Frank?" she called, walking into the bedroom.  But the bed was made just the way she'd left it.  The phone stopped ringing and Nella panicked, thinking maybe it had been him.  She stopped on the way to the kitchen when she saw a flutter of white wave to her from the door.  Her heart sank.  It was a note. She tore it from the door. 
"Gone to the Farm. You needed groceries.  Be back soon."
Nella relaxed.  On her way to the shower the phone rang again.  Everything itched to be cleaned, but she stopped to pick it up with a sigh.
"Where have you been?" said Sevita.
"Sorry, I just woke up.  What's up?"
"I told Christine."
"Sevita, how could that have helped?"
"I know, I know.  But how could I not tell her?  Especially since she's ready to have a baby.  The only thing that's keeping me from telling everyone is that you think it's important to keep it secret for now.  I think they have a right to know."
"It's not that people don't have the right to know Sevita, it's that there's a dangerous weapon free for anyone to pick up lying out there in the wasteland.  If we tell the wrong people-"
"Okay, okay, I understand.  The thing is, one of her scav buddies did a preliminary sweep of that lab months ago.  They were looking for medicine and equipment for the hospital and they couldn't wait for the military to clear that zone.  Nella, the guy said the place was ransacked, but not in a Looter kind of way."
"What do you mean, 'not in a Looter kind of way'?"
"I mean there were top of the line drugs scattered over the floors, portable equipment and first aid kits were left behind, even narcotics were lying neatly in drawers.  But in the upper labs, the ones even these guys refused to go into- you know, the kind you have to walk through an airlock to get in or out of?  They were trashed Nella.  Tables overturned, papers in messy piles like someone had gone through them one by one only to drop them, even some floor tiles were pulled up."
"Maybe the Infected went on a rampage before they abandoned the building."
"That's what the scavengers thought at first too.  But the vault where they keep all the frozen samples- the door was standing open and the generator had failed.  Of course the samples must all be dead by now, they said they thought the generator had been sabotaged years ago."
Nella was silent.
"Well, aren't you going to say anything?"
"I don't know what to say Sevita.  I don't know if this is good because it means Dr. Schneider destroyed the bacteria long ago or if it's bad because it means someone knew it was there and got to it before she could."
"Who would have known it was there?"
"I think only Schneider, Carton, Ann Connelly and Dr. Pazzo.  But I'm not entirely certain.  It would make sense that they would be the only ones who knew exactly what it was, Dr. Carton said it wasn't due to be tested until the week after the world went to pot."
"But Dr. Carton was busy playing sick, if we believe his story.  And I don't really think he has a motive to make up something like what he told us yesterday.  There are less elaborate lies and more attractive ones too, don't you think?"
"Yes, I believe Dr. Carton was telling us the truth."
"And you watched Dr. Pazzo lock Ann, Dr. Schneider and himself in right?"
"Ye-es," Nella said slowly, but something in her brain sent up a little flare.  She couldn't figure out why though.
"And Dr. Schneider later escaped, after telling Dr. Pazzo she was going after the incurable strain to destroy it.  And Dr. Pazzo and Ann were found found almost a year later, still locked in.  So the only person it could be was Dr. Schneider."
That little flare kept digging at Nella's brain.  "Something isn't right," she said, "when did the scavengers reach the lab?"
"Christine said it was something like six months ago, while the hospital was overrun by flu."
"But Dr. Carton said that he had seen Dr. Schneider about a month and a half ago.  And she said she was going back to the lab to destroy it.  That they hadn't been able to reach the lab before then because of all the Infected in the way."
"Then who?" asked Sevita, "Looters wouldn't have bothered with a biohazard vault.  Even stupid ones.  And why would they leave highly valuable drugs and equipment lying around?  It doesn't make any sense."
"No, it doesn't.  I've got a bad feeling about this.  I think I'm going to have to get to the lab as soon as possible to see for myself.  I'll have to go after court on Monday- I'll give my findings on the mental state of the defendants and I'll leave immediately-"
"Woah, hang on Nella.  I think we should talk about this.  You can't go alone."
"We can't tell anyone else about this Sevita, and you and Frank have to be in court for every session, otherwise everyone will know something is wrong.  I'm the only one that can go."
"What does Frank say about all this?"
"It doesn't matter, the facts are the same."
"Bullshit.  Put him on the phone, I want to talk to him."
"He's not here."
"Oh Nella, you didn't blow it with him did you?  I'll never forgive you if you did.  He's a far more decent person than you've ever been with since I've known you."
"Sevita, be rational.  How could a defense attorney be caught dating the supposedly neutral psychiatric counsel?"
"I don't think the world cares about that stuff anymore.  In case you didn't notice, we've run out of lives as a species.  If that's what's holding you back Nella- just don't be an idiot.  Call me when he gets there."
Sevita hung up and Nella sighed and walked into the bathroom.  She had just finished dressing and was sitting on the edge of the bed lost in thought when Frank returned.  She was concentrating in the quiet, trying to puzzle out what was eating away the corners of her conscious thought.  It was something to do with Dr. Pazzo, something about his videos.  
She was so absorbed in the memory, she didn't hear Frank come in until he knocked on the open bedroom door.  She started and then brightened to see him leaning against the frame.
"Are you okay?" he said.
"I'm sorry, I didn't hear you come in."  She blushed as if he'd somehow seen more of her than she had intended simply by catching her daydreaming.  He hadn't touched her, hadn't even returned her kiss.  Nella felt exposed and awkward and not exactly sure what he wanted from her.
"Do you need help with the groceries?" She asked so she'd have a reason to divert his attention from her.  She stood to go into the kitchen, but he didn't move, his tall figure still blocking the doorway.
"No," he said, "It's all fine where it is."
Nella nodded and felt her face warm.  She stood there, awkwardly, as he stared at her, unmoving.  All of her adult life she had been still and waited for her patients to begin speaking.  She never felt the need to interrupt or prod or fill the silence.  Now it was unbearable.  He's changed his mind, she thought, He's decided I'm not what he wanted after all.  And her interior gravity shifted again, this time crushing her ribs inward.  She focused on remaining calm, trying not to let her shrinking lungs make her breath ragged.
Frank was still just watching her.  "I'm sorry about last night," he finally said in a calm voice, "I shouldn't have done that to you.  It wasn't right."      
Nella felt tears spill from her before she could stop them and her voice was stricken even to her own ears.  "You didn't mean it then?  You aren't staying?" she asked, convinced that he had decided she was a mistake.
Frank looked as if he'd been slapped.  But it was only for a second.  He moved so quickly that Nella flinched and threw up a hand to protect herself.  Then his arm was threaded around her waist and he was brushing her cheek dry with his other hand.  And he kissed her.  He kissed her as if he were drawing his breath directly from her lungs.  The scar on his shoulder pushed through his shirt and into Nella's hand, a warm, thick starburst.  She wished it would burn itself into her hand, a jagged brand that she could hold even if he left. He lifted her feet from the floor and she felt the soft give of the bed behind her.  She pushed him, just an inch, and tried to catch her breath.
"Don't cry.  Don't cry.  I meant it." Frank was whispering so quickly that she wondered if he'd already been saying it when they had kissed.  He blew the words gently over her eyes, her brow, her cheek, evaporating her doubt with his warm, living breath.
Nella brushed her fingers over the back of his head, feeling the rapid heartbeat in his skin and the sudden goosebumps her fingers made, like ripples in a pond. The perfect, fragile bone of his skull pressed against the thin bandage on her palm.
"I meant it.  I meant it," he whispered into her neck.  She twisted the fabric of his shirt in her hand and gently turned his face toward her.  She stopped his mouth with her own.
His hands that hadn't been lawyer's hands in a long time, warm and weathered like driftwood, scraped lightly on her skin as her shirt  bunched underneath her and left a corner of her hip exposed.  She gasped, startled as he slid his hand farther up onto her stomach and sent echoes of heat bouncing against all the places he hadn't touched yet. 
The phone was as sharp as breaking glass and Nella stiffened with the first ring.  She hissed a swear and tried to slide away from Frank.  He laughed.  "No way," he said, pulling her in.  She realized she hadn't told him about Sevita's call.  The ring came again.  
"Frank, I have to-"
"Why?" he mumbled, his lips already brushing her neck, "It's not the judge, not on Saturday."
"No, it's Sevita," she sighed and gently tried to push him off.  He pulled back and looked at her, his face still half laughing but a little hurt too.  
"You don't have to answer it, you can call her back."
"No, I'm not going to answer it, but I have to tell you something."
He rolled onto his side next to her and propped his head on his arm.  "This is like every dream I've had since I met you," he sighed, but the sting had gone from his smile.  She half sat up and leaned over him.  
"I promise it's important.  And I promise I'll still be right here afterwards."
 



The Plan
 
 
Nella didn't get very far in explaining the break in at Dr. Carton's lab before Sevita knocked on her door. 
"Thank God," she said, when Nella answered the door, "I was afraid you'd panicked and left without me.  Have you told Frank yet?"
"I was just doing that," Nella replied, "But maybe you'd better finish, you can answer his questions better than I can." 
Nella tuned most of what Sevita said out, having heard it before.  Something about the whole mess seemed off, almost predictable, like a trap.  What Nella couldn't decide was who the trap was for.  To know that, she thought, she'd have to know who set it in the first place.  She had to find Dr. Schneider and she had to do it without filling the trap.  
There were people that would want Sevita silenced, that was easy to see.  The reporter practically ran the news channel, and was given free rein to air the stories when and how she wanted.  She was dangerous and powerful.  
Frank was the only defender and voice of the man most people blamed for the Plague.  Dr. Pazzo was the supreme architect behind the annihilation of the human race, according to popular opinion.  And Frank was trying to keep him  safe from the people's vengeance.  Even the man representing the co-defendant had publicly humiliated him.  Nella shivered, wondering how he managed to get home every night without being shot.  Then she remembered that the trial hadn't even started yet and most of the population didn't know who he was.  Yes, there were people that would like Frank out of the way.  
That left herself.  As far as she knew, she hadn't made any personal enemies- at least, not ones that would really want her gone.  Most of the public didn't know who she was, wouldn't know who she was even after the trial.  And the occasional person that did, wouldn't have cared.  She was just the court appointed psychiatrist.  No more partial or important than the bailiff or stenographer.  She was just part of the machinery.  And not even working machinery.  She was a prop to make the court look as if it ran with some degree of fairness and impartiality.  Just part of the fairy tale that the world told itself while sharpening its knives.  No one would miss her if she was suddenly not a part of it anymore.  So it had to be her that went.  She had to spring the trap before Frank or Sevita could.  She decided this while they were still talking, still trying to devise a plan.
"Look," she said, breaking in, "I'm the only one that can go.  It's no use arguing, we all know that I have to be the one.  If you can figure out how to cover that distance between one court session and the next without alerting anyone, you let me know.  Until then, you're just going to have to accept that I'm the one that has to do this."
"No way," said Sevita, "the area is still crawling with Infected.  And Looters.  None of us should go alone."
"It's time to call the military government Nella.  We can't do this by ourselves anymore," said Frank.
"No," said Nella, "we can't tell anyone until we're sure this thing has been destroyed.  What if the military government wanted to keep it as a weapon?  Or some hot shot who didn't know how to handle it correctly found out about it and went after it without informing his superiors?  Or just some greedy Looter who wanted to cash in by holding the world hostage?  The more people that know about this, the closer we are to the disease being released."
"We can't do anything until after court on Monday, regardless of what we decide.  We all have to be there for the first session.  We'll just have to think of an alternate plan before then."  Sevita looked at Frank with some significance.  Nella was too distracted to pay much attention.  Frank smiled and squeezed Nella's knee.
"We said we weren't going to discuss it until then," he said, "I think that's a good plan."
"Okay," said Sevita, standing up from her seat, "I'm just glad you didn't take off without telling me Nella."  
Nella didn't promise anything, though she knew that's what both Sevita and Frank wanted.
"It's not that I think you aren't capable or that I'll be any better at this.  I just care about you Nella, and I think we should go together." Sevita smiled and Nella hugged her.
"I know.  I just don't see a way around it."
"Just think about it until after court.  I will too.  We'll figure something out."
Frank was strangely silent and it made Nella nervous.  What was he waiting to say?
"Well," said Sevita, "I guess I'd better go then.  Before Chris thinks I ran off after you.  I'll see you both on Monday morning."
After Sevita had gone, Nella expected Frank to continue trying to persuade her to get the military involved, but he didn't.  He just started putting groceries away.
"Is this your way of fighting with me?" she asked after a moment.  Frank laughed.
"Why would I fight with you?  You're right, we have to find Dr. Schneider no matter what.  And if we start a panic by letting the authorities know, or worse, as you've said, nothing good will happen.  So it's up to us.  Us, Nella, not you.  You think you'll wear me down, but you won't.  I said you weren't going to go by yourself and I meant it. Even more now. I just have to figure out how to go with you."  Frank shrugged his shoulders, "So what's the use of fighting about it?"
"Am I the only one who thinks this whole thing is some kind of set up?  How is it that the only people who know about the bacterium are conveniently locked up or otherwise distracted, not for a few days, but for years- think about it, years Frank.  Yet when the scavenging teams finally reach that sector, only a few months ago, the only thing missing out of a very resource rich lab is that one strain?  Not only that, but we happen to find out about the disease only weeks before the military is scheduled to start Cure sweeps of that area. How long has Dr. Pazzo sat on this information?  Why did he only tell us now, right before his trial?"
"I'm sure he wanted to find people he could trust.  What else could he possibly gain from waiting?"
"Maybe he was hoping to trade for leniency.  Or maybe he just wants Dr. Schneider to get what he thinks she deserves.  And now the trial will proceed without any prosecution of her, unless we find her, and fast.  Or maybe, he's just making a desperate play for time and he thought saving it until the last minute would get you killed, causing a postponement until they could replace you."  Nella saw something open up in Frank's face, like an idea flickering over his skin.  She didn't like it.  "It's a trap, Frank.  I just don't know for sure who set it."  She crossed her arms over her chest as if they were a shield.
"Maybe," he said, and curled his arms around her, "If it is, I'll have you to protect me."
"I was being serious."
"So was I.  Even scavengers don't go into Infected areas alone, and they are trained for this.  It would be foolish if either of us tried to."
They were quiet, standing in her tiny, sunny kitchen, wrapped in each other.  She wished the day would stretch out, longer and longer, hold its breath.   She wished they could freeze like a photograph because she couldn't see a brighter moment coming down the line.  But Frank stepped back and let her go.
"I have to go get my opening statement notes," he said, "I need to make some changes before Monday."
"Are you coming back?" she asked, not certain what exactly she meant.
Frank looked surprised.  "I'd like to, Nella, but I've a lot to finish by tomorrow.  Maybe it's better if I just pick you up in the morning," he looked nervous as he picked up his bag, "will you be angry?"
Nella laughed and shook her head.  He kissed her again in the doorway, the warm afternoon sliding down around them.  "Next time I'm not sleeping on the couch," he said smiling.  She closed the door slowly behind him, still floating like a dust mote in the golden sun.
 



Court
 
 
Nella sat on the cold cement steps in her best suit.  The gauze on her hand had been replaced by a single bandaid.  She tried not to scratch it.  She had spent the night rereading her notes on Robert Pazzo and Ann Connelly while trying not to worry about what would happen after court.  
She had a nervous headache and the raucous calls of returning birds made it worse.  After the human population of the City had plummeted, the bird population exploded.  They filled the silent world almost the same way that television and radio had filled it before.  Nella tried to block it out, but it occasionally poked through, drowning her thoughts in competing songs.  She was too restless to wait for Frank inside and too nervous to contemplate being late.  
She jumped up as his car rounded the corner and pulled up in front of the building.  He got out, not realizing she was already waiting for him.  His suit fit perfectly and Nella wondered for a moment how he managed to find it, as gaunt and tall as he was.  But then he was next to her, his face cheerful and relaxed.  How did she ever think he was ugly?  Perhaps it wasn't his face, but the covering of guilt he threw over himself every time he was self conscious that did it.  The thought flitted through her brain so quickly she only understood a part of it.
"Are you ready?" he asked.
"Yes, let's go," she picked up the heavy hiking pack next to her, trying not to wrinkle her jacket.  She was surprised that he didn't say anything about it, but just opened the large trunk for her.  Then she saw a similar pack already lying on one side.
"Frank," she said turning toward him, "You can't-"
He pulled the pack gently from her shoulder and laid it in the trunk and looked at her.  "It'll be alright," was all that he said and then closed the trunk and walked back toward the driver's seat.
"Are you nervous?" he asked in a bright tone.
"Aren't you?"  She slid into the passenger side and smoothed her suit so that her fingers wouldn't tap and dance along her knee.
"Yes, but I'm ready for this whole thing to move forward."
They rode the few minutes to the courthouse in comfortable silence.  Nella was relieved to see her car already in the lot next to Sevita's camera van.  It meant both Christine and Sevita were already there.  She brushed her skirt down as she stood next to Frank's car and straightened her cuffs.  
"You look fine," Frank said without her asking.  He curled one hand around hers and she looked up at him.  "It's going to be alright  Nella, just trust me."  Then he let her go and they walked separately toward the courthouse steps as if they didn't know one another.
Nella drew a quick whistling breath through her teeth when she saw the number of people in the auditorium.  They had expected many spectators, converting an old concert hall into a courtroom, but Nella wondered who was left outside, making what was left of the world run.  Not only was every seat filled, but people were packed into the aisles as well.  If someone really wanted to, she thought, they could take out the rest of humanity right now.  With, say, another bacteria.  She felt her heart thud as if it were being dropped down a flight of stairs.  She scanned the hall as well as she could, not even knowing what she was looking for.  Eventually the bailiff, a cranky looking older woman, came to find her.  
"Are you Dr. Rider?" the bailiff asked.
"Yes, I'm sorry, were you looking for me?"
"I've got a seat set aside for you away from the mob up here.  It will make it easier when you need to testify.  Follow me."
Nella followed the willowy woman who knifed her way through the crowd.  Nella struggled to squeeze through gently.  She was pleased to see that she was close to Sevita and only a little way in front of Christine and the large black cameras.  It made her less nervous to know that her friends were nearby.  If something is going to happen, the bitter part of her brain added, at least we'll all go together.  Nella tried to shut the thought out, looking for Frank at the defense table below her.  She could see Mr. Grant looking sleek and wearing a self-satisfied smile.  She wished Frank didn't have to sit next to him.  Ann was already sitting next to Grant, obviously unsedated, but Wells and Johnson were both behind her and they kept her from harming herself and seemed to be consoling her.  Dr. Pazzo was crouching in his seat, a grim gargoyle surveying everything around him.  Nella felt the skin on her neck prickle again and she looked quickly away from him.  Frank's seat was empty.  He wasn't near the Judges' bench either.  Nella looked over toward the prosecution.  A few aides were sitting there, already taking notes on nothing.  But Ms. Jacobsen, the lead prosecutor, was nowhere to be seen.  Nella leaned over toward Sevita.
"Has the prosecutor arrived yet?" she whispered.
"Yes, everyone is here."
"Where are they?"
Sevita shrugged, "It looked like Frank and Ms. Jacobsen were taken to the judges' chambers before you sat down."
"Why not Mr. Grant?"
Sevita shook her head.  "I've no idea.  No one has made any announcements."
Frustrated and anxious Nella sat back in her seat.  She started to scan the court again fretfully, but then she zeroed in on Pazzo.  For some reason her gut told her he knew more about what had happened, what might happen, than anyone else in the court did.  She paid attention to who he looked at, his expressions, even his reactions to Ann and Mr. Grant beside him.  The crowd was a wave of warmth behind her.  It was so foreign to hear so many voices at once that Nella had a hard time concentrating.  She followed threads of talk until they disappeared into the tangle of noise again and then she'd refocus on Pazzo and the empty chair beside him.  
At last there was a snowy pop as the microphones were switched on and the crowd sat down immediately.  They leaned forward, craning and silent, a flock of starving birds hovering over the killing floor.  Nella felt mildly sick.  Judge Hawkins, the head justice, walked up to the central microphone.  "I would like to request that Dr. Rider and Ms. Das come to the judges' chambers please," he said without sitting down.  He held up his hands as the crowd rustled and sighed in a great wave.  "Folks, we'll be starting as soon as possible."  Judge Hawkins turned around and left the court room, his robe trailing rumour and panic behind him.  Nella got up and shot Sevita a nervous glance.  Sevita just shrugged.  They followed the slim, cranky bailiff back into the hallway and down the stairs to the auditorium basement.  She rapped briskly on a wooden door and then opened it for Nella and Sevita.  Ms. Jacobsen was arguing loudly with one of the other justices as the door opened.
"-don't even know if it's true.  This is just another ploy by Mr. Courtlen or his client to delay this trial-"
"Ms. Jacobsen," interrupted Judge Hawkins, "that's hardly fair.  Mr. Courtlen has not asked for any postponements before now, unlike yourself and Mr. Grant," he held up his hand to stop Ms. Jacobsen's interruption, "Not that I'm ready to grant it.  Ah, Dr. Rider, Ms. Das, I understand you may be able to help us verify Mr. Courtlen's story."
Sevita tried to catch Nella's eye, but Nella was too shocked to pay attention.  "Your Honor," she stuttered, "I'm not sure what you mean."
"Dr. Rider," Judge Hawkins replied, "I understand you and Mr. Courtlen very recently uncovered the possible existence of a more powerful strain of the Plague, but are still trying to discover its whereabouts."
Nella stared at Frank, who didn't look toward her.  She didn't dare deny it.  "We agreed that in the interest of keeping all of us safe, that we would keep it secret.  We can't risk it falling into the wrong hands if it hasn't already."
The other justices and Ms. Jacobsen gasped as Nella spoke.  Judge Hawkins alone, did not seem shocked.  "I know, Dr. Rider, and I agree with you.  Which is why the people in this room are the only ones who will hear of it until the threat is contained.  Is that understood?" He looked at each of the others.
"But surely the military should be notified," said Ms. Jacobsen.
"Believe me," Sevita said, "We've discussed that at length.  I'd give my left arm to take that route rather than what Nel- Dr. Rider has planned.  But if we notify the military it will have to go through several people before any action at all is taken, and every person it goes through is a potential leak to the outside world.  Someone out there knows where this thing is.  The only hope we have of stopping it is making sure whoever has it doesn't realize that we know about it."
Ms. Jacobsen crossed her arms.  "So far, I've heard no evidence that this bacteria is anything more than a stalling attempt by Dr. Pazzo."
"Ah," said Frank, "I think Ms. Das and I can help with that."  He pulled a video disc from his briefcase and Sevita rummaged around in her camera back and brought out another.
Frank tapped his disc on his open palm.  "Your Honors," he said, "the disc in my hand contains evidence pertinent to the trial.  In the interest of safety I am turning it over now, but I trust you will view it without prejudice and allow me to properly introduce and screen it in court when the time comes.  The disc Sevita has contains an interview with Dr. Carton- one that you may find shocking that also pertains to Dr. Schneider's trial when and if she is ever found."
The justices turned to one another and talked in hushed voices.  While they waited, Ms Jacobsen walked over to Nella and Sevita.  "Look," she said in a low voice, "I like Frank, but if I were him I would do everything I could to delay the trial too.  But you have no vested interest in either defendant, correct?"
Nella shook her head.  "No, we were both appointed because we were meant to be neutral parties."
"Then if you tell me this super bacteria is out there, I'll withdraw my objection to postponement,"  she looked distraught, "look, I'm begging you to tell me this is just a ploy.  I've got kids- everything is just getting put back together."
Nella placed a warm hand on the prosecutor's shoulder.  "I'm sorry," she said, "I wish I could say it wasn't true, but everything seems to verify that this bacteria is not only real, but is also missing from where it's supposed to be.  We have to find it.  Or find Dr. Schneider.  Or both."
Ms. Jacobsen nodded, visibly paling.  She stepped back and cleared her throat.  "Your honors," she said, interrupting their discussion, "I withdraw my objection.  You don't need to rule on watching the videos, they can be shown in their proper place."
Judge Hawkins looked surprised.  "Very well," he said, "all that's left is to decide what should be done and how long to keep the world in the dark about it."
"We have a plan for that," Frank said quickly, before Nella could speak up. "The best place to start is by looking for Dr. Schneider."
"We've been looking for her for years," Ms. Jacobsen said.
"I know, but Dr. Carton gave us new information.  We think she is headed back to his old laboratory to destroy the sample.  But someone else got there first and the sample is gone.  Dr. Schneider is the only one who knows if someone else could have discovered what it was or wanted to use it.  We have to find her to find the sample."
Nella watched one of the justices sink down into a chair as if he were suddenly twenty years older.  The others looked just as grim.
"Since myself, Dr. Rider and Ms. Das were the only people to know about it, we had planned on going after her ourselves.  But we can't be here and there at the same time."
"What about Dr. Carton?" Judge Hawkins asked, "You said he was the one who told you about Dr. Schneider.  What if he warns her?  Someone has to watch him while you are gone."  He turned to Sevita.  "Mr. Courtlen said it was your surveillance of his house that got you  an interview.  Could you do it again without being seen?"
"Sure," said Sevita, "but not by myself. While we were there we found an underground entrance that Dr. Schneider has been using to pass in and out of the house unnoticed."
"I've suddenly found myself with some free time," Ms. Jacobsen said dryly, "I can help you watch the other entrance."
"The only other people to know are the defendants, correct?" asked Judge Hawkins.
"As far as we know," Frank replied.
"Then the other judges and I are probably the best people to keep an eye on them.  We'll make an extensive inspection of the prison in order to make sure they are being treated as they ought and we'll keep our ears open," Judge Hawkins sighed and shook his head, "If this were a decade ago I'd have to arrest all three of you for withholding evidence and then call in the CDC.  But I guess things change.  I don't like it.  Especially sending two people alone into a heavily Infected zone.  But I don't see any real alternative without causing a panic, does anyone else?"
The other justices shook their heads.
"Then I guess we are agreed.  I'm going to allow a postponement.  I want you to leave those videos with the bailiff to keep.  If either of you is not back in ten days, I'm going to use them to find out where you've gone and I'll be sending in the military.  Please get back here by then whether or not you've found anything.  I'm going to tell the court that this recess is due to illness."  He turned toward one of the older judges, "Richard, will you stay here and be our flu victim?"  The older judge nodded and remained in his chair looking drained.
Judge Hawkins looked sternly around at each of them.  "I hardly need to tell you all that this is secret.  If anyone breathes a word of it before Mr. Courtlen and Dr. Rider get back- well, the panic you create will be worse than anything that I can do to you, but I will throw the book at you as hard as I can."  He straightened his collar, "Okay then, let's go."
Nella and Sevita walked back to their seats, pressing themselves through the roar of the impatient mob.  Frank and Ms. Jacobsen walked back to their seats.  Ms. Jacobsen looked a little pale, but nothing else was visibly different.  Frank didn't look at Dr. Pazzo and his face was impassive and quiet.  Nella watched Dr. Pazzo almost exclusively.  The crowd went silent and stood as two of the three judges walked to the bench.  There was a traveling rustle as everyone sat again.  Judge Hawkins tilted the microphone.  "Ladies and gentlemen," he said, "This court is in recess for one week as Judge Crag has taken seriously ill.  We will reconvene after he is well.  Thank you."  The judges got up and walked out of the courtroom as the crowd exhaled in a deep, expanding rumble.  Nella saw the slow grin she had been waiting for unfold on Dr. Pazzo's face.  Her throat clenched with sudden fear.  Frank didn't look at his client or Mr. Grant.  He just packed his case files and turned to glance up at her.  Nella rose from her seat as his gaze hit her, and they both left the courtroom through opposite doors.  
Nella found Christine on the edge of the sluggish clot of people in the auditorium lobby.  She pulled her friend past Sevita, who was pretending to interrogate Frank for her camera and the crowd.  Nella walked with her hand in the crook of Christine's elbow until they got to the relative quiet of her car.  
"I know Sevita has told you," said Nella, and she pressed a key into Christine's hand, "You already have the car key and the apartment key.  I want you to use them if you need them.  If we don't come back, or if something else gets back before us, this is the key to the gun chest in the bedroom closet.  Chris, if it starts again, don't hesitate.  It's not going to get cured next time.  They're not going to come back anymore."
Christine's hand closed around the key.  "What about you?" she asked, "Won't you need them?"
Nella shook her head.  "I've got Cure darts for getting there.  I don't want to hurt someone who can be helped.  I'll take a pistol, just in case, but if this thing is loose- well, I'd rather not see what happens if it's too late.  If you hear anything, if Sevita starts talking about hearing rumors or the scavenging teams come back with weird stories- anything like that Chris, find somewhere airtight and hole up as best you can for as long as you can."
Christine hugged her tightly.  "Good luck, Nella."
Nella gently patted Christine's stomach.  "See you soon baby.  Be safe Chris, and make Sevita be safe too," she said and walked over to Frank's car.  He was already waiting for her.  She wished she could say goodbye to Sevita, but the crowd was still thick around her and her camera crew.
"Ready?" asked Frank.
"Let's go," she said grimly and slid into the car.
 



The Road to the Infected Zone
 
 
Frank started the car and glanced at her as he pulled out of the auditorium lot.  "Don't be angry.  You said yourself that we didn't have time to wait until a break in the trial.  And you couldn't have gone alone.  Not just because of- of us.  We have to find and destroy that bacteria.  If you disappeared how would anyone have known if it were still loose out there somewhere?  This was the only way."
"You could have been fired.  Or jailed."
"We all could have, but what else could I do?"
Nella sighed.  "I'm not upset.  Just worried."  She looked out the window as they turned onto the desolate highway.  It was like the blank page at the end of a book.  Empty, with nowhere left worth going. "We aren't going to be able to take the car past the Barrier," she said to break through the overwhelming feeling of loneliness.
"I know, but I don't want to leave it at the house.  If I do, neighbors will start asking questions about why I'm always home."
"You're neighbors care whether you are home or not?"
Frank looked confused.  "Well, I don't know if they necessarily care, I hope they do, in a good way.  But they'd definitely gossip.  Wouldn't yours?"
Nella shrugged.  "I don't know," she said, "I've never even met mine.  Anyway, what's your plan?"
"We're going to the wrecking yard where they dumped all the abandoned vehicles.  I have a friend that works there pulling parts and siphoning gas.  He'll watch it for me without asking why.  It's only a few miles to the Barrier.  But I don't know how we're going to get through without attracting attention."
"I have my old medical badge.  I was planning on telling the gate guards that I was due to rendezvous with the last Cure team but got delayed.  I wasn't expecting you to be with me though.  I think we'll be okay if we talk and move fast.  They're trying to keep Infected out after all, not keep anyone in."
Frank shook his head.  "That might have been true a few days ago, but you and I have had our faces broadcast all over the news by now.  Most of the population may have been in the auditorium, but I guarantee anyone who wasn't able to be there is watching it live.  Even in the guardhouse.  I'm not worried about being stopped, I'm worried about being noticed."
"There's the smuggler's entrance," Nella said hesitantly.
They turned off the highway and onto a pitted gray road.  The tar looked like dirty ice pack slowly evaporating from the dust underneath.  "What's the smuggler's entrance?" Frank asked.
"Its where the scavenger teams dump extra things that were special requests.  You know, booze, contraceptives, that sort of thing."
"You mean anything the DHRS has deemed illegal.  You're lucky I'm a public defender Nella."
"Hey, I didn't say I'd ever used them.  I just know where the entrance is.  Christine told me a while ago."
The car stumbled to a stop in front of a wide metal gate.  Frank rolled the window down and pressed a buzzer.  "How does Christine know where it is?  No, nevermind.  Why did she tell you where it was?"  He gave her a wicked look.
Nella laughed.  "It was nothing bad.  I needed a sedative for a patient who was having very bad nightmares.  I could have requisitioned some from the military stockpile, but those are becoming scarce and were more powerful than my patient needed.  So I asked Christine to find out if there were any over the counter sleeping pills available from the scavenging teams.  She said they'd been forbidden in case of suicide or accidental overdose.  But she said if this man really needed some that I should go to the smuggler's entrance and talk to her friend.  The time I went, it was completely unguarded.  No one knows where it is except the people that are supposed to know, and things move out of there so quickly that they don't even bother trying to defend it.  And even if someone is there this time, they aren't going to want to blab about seeing us."
A little man covered in sweat and grease walked up to the gate and started opening it.  He grinned when he saw Frank.
The car rolled slowly through the blinding glitter of glass and chrome that lay snarled around them.  The little man who had opened the gate jogged beside them.  "Pull it around the shed Frank, I've got a tarp you can use."
Frank waved a slender hand at him to show he understood.  They rolled past a rusting corrugated metal shack with dusty windows.  The only part of the wrecking yard that wasn't littered with shattered glass or twisted strands of rubber was the green patch of grass behind the shack.  Frank carefully parked the car on it and got out, followed by Nella.  
The sun was unbearably bright, reflected like empty mirrors from the broken metal around them, but it was still cold and distant and the grass still crunched softly under Nella's feet from the frost.  She pulled their packs from the trunk as Frank talked to his friend.  She wished they'd had a chance to change at the courthouse.  At least she could ditch her heels.  She left them in the trunk and pulled on her heavy boots.  She wanted to rummage around and find her warm clothes but she didn't want to draw more suspicion than they were already risking.  They'd have to wait until they found somewhere that had been left empty.  She patted the side pocket and felt the reassuring shape of the dart gun without opening the pocket.
Frank's friend was eyeing the large packs as Frank handed him the keys.  "Where'd you say you were going Frank?" he asked.
"This is Dr. Rider.  She's taking me out with her to the Cure team while the court is in recess.  I wanted to get in contact with a witness on the team and she knew where they were.  Unfortunately, as you know, no cars outside the Barrier.  So we're walking."
The little man's face rippled into a gap-toothed smile.  "Oh, well hey, it's kind of cold, you guys have jackets?"
"Sure do Jim, thanks for asking.  Just watch after my car for me until we get back, will you?  Don't strip it for parts or put sugar in the tank."
Jim laughed, "No problem Frank, it'll be here and in good order when you get back.  I'll see you next week."  Jim waved and walked back around the corner into the piles of wreckage.  Frank picked up his pack. 
"Sorry," he said, "I don't like to lie to a friend, but I thought it was the easiest way."
Nella nodded, heaving the pack onto her shoulders.  They headed casually toward the metal gate which still stood open.  The road split and stuttered into gravel as they walked toward the Barrier.  The land around them had been scraped and flattened by the Barrier in great arcs as it pushed outward, farther and farther retaking the Infected zones.  Left behind were artificial plains that were slowly clothing themselves in short grasses and brush.  Unlike the City, where it was easy to find shelter and food among the few humans that remained, the birds here did not flock in great numbers.  The early spring wind blew without stopping, chilling Nella's legs and pinching her eyes.  She looked back toward the wrecking yard almost regretfully.  The empty plain that already stretched between her and the big metal gate made the glittering junk yard seem like a far away reflection of water, a mirage, a memory of humanity in the great barren world.  Nella sighed and turned back toward the road.  Frank walked ahead of her, seeming to glide on his long legs above the dirt and wind.  She struggled to keep up.
Frank turned to check on her and waited when he saw her lagging behind.  "Are you all right?" he asked.
"Sure, just cold.  Aren't you? Your head must be freezing."  She pulled the pack down and searched through it, finding her wool hat.  She handed it to him.  He looked a little awkward in a suit and tie with an old winter hat, but she stopped shivering when she looked at him.
"Thanks," he said, "We're going to have to find somewhere to change into warmer clothes or we're going to freeze."
"When we turn north to get to the smuggler's entrance I'll be able to find some old shacks where the first camps were.  I think the medical huts for the doctors were left behind.  It shouldn't be much farther."
Frank matched her pace and walked beside her, blocking the gusts of wind that rolled across the road like massive waves.  Nella was instantly warmer.  She slipped a cool hand into his as they walked.  It was only half an hour until they caught sight of the Barrier. 
"It's gotten much farther out than I thought," said Nella, "we should turn here so we aren't seen by the guards.  We can get closer to the Barrier after we turn north, away from the gate."  
They left the road and cut across the rocky scrub.  The world was gray, as if the wind had swallowed it up. The sky was colorless metal with a hole cut into it for the sun to poke through with a cold glow.  The grass and brush were dead and silver, rustling and twisting and spitting themselves in pieces into Nella's face.  The Barrier loomed like a black mountain on her right side and there was only bare pale dirt in its shadow.  Nella was glad that the snow was gone.  As it was, her eyes started to muddle the earth and sky after only a short time and she looked for anything that would provide a break in the horizon.  She pulled them closer and closer to the Barrier, hoping it would provide some sort of windbreak, but it was facing the wrong direction.  Even Frank was becoming tired, holding his arm across his face to protect himself from the wind and slowing his pace even below hers.  
Nella felt a soft bang as something smacked into her shin.  She leaned down and picked it up.  It was a bandage wrapper.  She looked up.  Off in the distance was an uneven smudge of darkness holding still against the wind.
"Everything okay?" Frank asked.
"Yeah, I just found a piece of trash from the camp, we must be getting close.  I think it's that black line over there," she pointed.
"Good," he said, "This is rough.  I can't imagine how cold your legs must be."
"I should have changed in the car.  I wasn't thinking, I was too startled at the change of plans."
"Sorry."
"Don't be, I'm not."  She smiled at him and he grinned back.  They trudged on toward the camp, too cold and uncomfortable to stand still and talk.  
 



Scars
 
 
The debris from the camp grew as they walked.  Farthest out were just a few fluttering scraps of paper caught in the brush by the wind.  As they approached the perimeter of where the tents had been, the trash became heavier.  Plastic bottles gleamed and flashed as they rolled ceaselessly in the wind.  Nella squinted against the added light.  A few broken cot springs and lost gurney wheels were piled against the corner of the abandoned medical hut.  Nella shoved them aside as she pulled on the flimsy plywood door.  
It was dark and still inside except for an occasional stray gust that made it through the gaps in the door frame.  Nella sighed with relief and pushed further in to make room for Frank.  She pulled her pack down and felt around for the battery powered lantern.  It had been an expensive trade but she'd never regretted it.  The doctor in her occasionally tried to force herself to conquer the basic fear of the dark, but after what she'd seen during the Plague, she doubted if she would ever be able to walk into a dark place without a bristling pang of adrenaline rippling up her back.
The lantern lit up the small hut completely.  It was empty except for a jumble of cots in the corner.
"Didn't anyone clean these sites up before they moved on?" Frank asked.
Nella struggled to pull a cot free of the tangled mess.  She dropped her pack onto the cot and began hunting for warmer clothes.  "This was one of the first camps I think.  As soon as we knew the Cure worked, there was a mad frenzy to push outward and retake areas as quickly as possible.  We were routinely given a day to pack after the patients had recovered.  The Barrier was moved outward on that day, and then we hiked to the next site," she said as he dropped his pack beside hers.  She shrugged.  "I did always think someone came behind us to break everything down that was left. I guess I was wrong."
Frank took off his suit coat and began unbuttoning his shirt with one hand while the other searched his open pack.  Nella turned toward her own pile of clothes with a blush.  She pulled off her boots and jacket, trying to think of a way to change without him looking at her.
"Is it far from here to the smuggler's entrance?" he asked, startling her.
"No-" she said and turned around.  She sucked in a shocked breath.  He was half turned away from her and small shattered moons glowed dark against his skin.  She had felt the edges of the rough craters in his skin before and had seen them briefly from across a room, but the livid twists of purple along his arm were different, more real this close.
"What?" he asked, turning his head to see why she had stopped.  His face blanched, embarrassed as she reached out and touched one of the scars gently, as if it would burst open.  "I know, it's not attractive.  But you should have seen them when they were new," he turned to face her and rubbed one of the broken crescents stamped into his arm.  "They were far, far worse.  Trust me.  It's taken years for them to fade this much."
She stepped in closer to him, tracing the edge of the teethmarks with a feather light finger.  The arch was so small.  She could see that the boy must have twisted his head at the last second, trying to take the flesh with him because the scar was pulled and stretched, elongated.
"I can't imagine how much that must have hurt," she said.  She looked up at his face.  "Sorry," she said suddenly, "I didn't mean to make you self conscious.  I just didn't realize he'd bit you so many times and that hard."
She moved her hand from the curved punctures on his long arm to the shattered starburst on his shoulder.  He was still, as if he didn't want to frighten her.  But she felt a ripple start deep under his skin as her fingertips slid over his shoulder.  She felt the pattern of his breath change, like wave racing in front of a storm.
He had been beautiful once, she could guess that.  He carried himself differently when he was around her, as if he had forgotten his ugliness.  As if it were a mask he could simply slip out of.  As if he were falling back to an older self. 
Nella had stopped thinking of him as ugly, but if she were honest, she knew he was not beautiful.  It wasn't the scars, not really.  It was the mark that severe want had left on him, in him.  He was still so thin, even six years after surviving starvation.  She could see the twisting cable of muscle in his arms too clearly.  With no fat to soften them, it was as if his skin were peeled back and all the secret life within him exposed upon the air.  Each bone in his chest was a cathedral arch pushing painfully through a thin canvas of flesh.  Almost without realizing it, she kissed the jutting ridge of rib, half in sorrow, half in longing.  
She felt his hands shake as they closed around her waist.  Hunger wasn't the only want he'd held for too long.  He baked under her hands, a frustrated flame consuming itself even in the chilled early spring air.  The way he spoke- or didn't speak to people who abused him, as if he were no longer their equal because he was not one of them, because he had lost- something.  Nella's eyes blurred as she thought of all the somethings, all the beautiful somethings, the world had lost, and she closed her eyes so he wouldn't see.
"Nella," he said, his voice thick and rough.  He pulled her slowly into him.  She could feel his heart under her palm.  Every beat was thunderous with yearning.  If she could just take away some of the want, fill it for a little while, maybe he would get some of himself back.  She slid her hands around the back of his neck and felt a sigh travel from his chest to his throat and then warm in her ear as she pressed against him.  She kissed the jagged scar on his cheek with soft lips.  
The tight control he had maintained over himself for so long was gone.  He turned his head and caught her mouth with his.  For a second, he kissed her with so much force that she would have fallen backward if he had not been holding her so tightly.  
But she sank into him, like water over dry earth, melted and curved around him and he quickly grew gentle again.  He still held her with one arm.  He tried to unbutton her blouse with the other hand, but he was shaking so badly that he only managed the top two before she took pity on them both and began to help.  
Frank untucked the bottom of her shirt and slipped his large hand underneath the fabric, kissing the base of her throat as his fingers glided over the skin of her stomach and rested between her breasts.  A ripple of joy started beneath his warm hand and spread like an echo bouncing over her skin.  She became frantic to undo the last buttons as he pressed into her mouth again and his hand slid over her breast.  She shrugged the shirt off at last and gasped as the cold air hit her back.  She reached between them and unzipped her skirt.  It fell onto the dirt floor with a soft puff of air.
He lifted her from the floor, both of his long arms wrapped around her.  She locked her legs around his hips.  Frank's breath was warm and wet through the thin silk of her bra and again on the overcharged skin of her stomach.
A small explosion bloomed in the center of her chest and spread outward.  "Oh God," she whispered.
Frank stopped for a moment.  He lifted his face to look at her.  His breath was rapid and thin, as if he were drowning in her.  He reached behind her with one hand and she tensed, waiting for the crash of the hiking packs being shoved from the cot.  But it didn't happen.  He pulled his arm back and began wrapping her shoulders in the warm fabric of her sweater.
"It's too cold Nella," he said softly.  He relaxed his hold on her and gently let her stand on the ground.  He traced her jaw line and her lips with his thumb and bent his head so that their foreheads touched.  She could feel the pull of their breath between them, a whirlpool of warm air sucking her towards him more and more.  His heart thudded against her hand, a rapid chant of "I want, I want, I want."
Frank let a ragged sigh wobble its way out of him before he lifted his head.  He let his fingers trail down her neck and over her breast before dropping way from her.  "I've never wanted anything so badly in all my life," he said quietly, "Not even Sarah.  But not here, not in this place."  She looked up and was surprised to see his eyes were red.  He smiled nervously.  "Besides," he said, "it's too cold, we'll freeze to death."
Nella warmed his wind-chapped face with her hands.  "We have a long way to go, and not much time," she said, "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have- shouldn't have interrupted our preparations."
She let him go and pulled the sweater over her shoulders.  Frank slowly buttoned the front, his fingers briefly traveling up her center like tiny solar flares as he pulled the fabric closed between them.  He kissed the corner of her jaw and whispered into her ear,  "If you knew how much I've wanted to touch you since I shook your hand the first time we met, you wouldn't apologize."
Then he drew away and turned back to finish dressing.  Nella drew on her jeans and tried not to feel as if she'd trampled something.
 



Beyond the Barrier
 
 
The shadow of the Barrier was creeping long and seeping into the plain when they reached the little break that made the smuggler's entrance.  The Barrier had stopped there a few years before as the City's manpower reached its limits.  There were simply no more people to guard the Barrier so it stopped expanding.  Cure teams and scavenging missions still extended beyond the Barrier, but as fewer and fewer Infected were found and old resources grew ever more scarce, it looked as if the Barrier was now a permanent fixture instead of a mobile one.  Someone had utilized a small gap between sections of the hollow cement wall that made up the Barrier and widened it into a tunnel with a rickety, squealing metal door at either end.  
After checking the area to make sure that they weren't watched, Frank opened the door, wincing at the sound of metal scraping against concrete.
"Wait," said Nella, putting a hand on the door, "Have you been outside since the Cure?"
"Not since I walked to the City."
She put her pack down and knelt beside it, opening the side pockets.  She pulled out a dart gun and the box of Cure darts Dr. Carton had given her.  She silently loaded it. She hesitated for a moment and then drew out a pistol from the other side pocket.  Frank crouched beside her.
"Nella, I don't think I can.  No matter how bad it is out there."
"I know you think that, but until you see you aren't going to know what you're capable of."
She handed him the dart gun.  "This has a long lasting sedative in it along with the Cure.  But it won't be instantaneous.  If an Infected person is chasing you- us, we will have to outrun it long enough for it to take effect.  That's a long time Frank.  The best thing to do is dart them from a hiding place." Nella passed him the box of darts.  "You need to know that this isn't an easy out," she met his eyes and held them, "This is a slow release sedative.  It takes the average person a few days to recover.  When we did this before, we hooked people up to IVs to keep them hydrated and fed while the Cure worked.  You and I don't have that.  Administering the Cure on people that are malnourished or dehydrated may kill them before they wake up again.  In addition, the sedative is dosed for a normal adult.  Smaller people and children may die from the sedative if we dart them.  Larger people may not be sedated enough and it will still take three days for their brain activity to return to normal as the antibiotic works.  Not that I expect anyone is overweight anymore,"  Nella sighed, "That's not even mentioning the psychological danger of darting someone and leaving them behind without explanation if they do wake up.  But time is a luxury we don't have.  The best we can do is hope that we'll return the same way and get back to them before they wake up."  She ran a hand through her hair and looked up at him.  "Do you understand?"
Frank's hand closed over the box of darts.  "I understand," he said, "and if it were me in their position again, I'd want to take the chance of dying from the Cure than spend another day as a monster."
Nella nodded.  She began loading the pistol with bullets.  "Why do we need that one?" Frank asked.  She didn't look up.
"The Infected aren't the monsters out there Frank.  The Immunes are."  She strapped an empty holster around her waist and handed Frank a larger one for the dart gun.  Shoving the pistol into its holder and closing her pack, she stood up.
"I'm not trying to scare you Frank," she said, her voice softening, "We'll probably not see a soul for miles.  The military has done a good job of clearing out both the Infected and the Looters for a long way.  If scavenger teams have already been to the lab, it must be safe pretty much for the whole way.  I just want to be ready, in case."  And I don't want to be raped and killed in a Looter's camp while you watch or are shot for the fun of it, she thought, but held her tongue.  He looked nervous, the lines around his mouth drawing closer.  She wanted to kiss them away, but she touched his hand instead.  "It's going to be all right you know," she said and he smiled.
"Yeah, of course," he said.  She wasn't so sure he wasn't thinking the same thing she had been.  He opened the metal door again and they ducked inside the dimly lit tunnel. There was no one inside, though an electric bulb sat in the middle of the ten foot space.  Each side of the tunnel had been made into storage for contraband inside the hollow Barrier wall.  Frank was surprised that they had left it unguarded.  But then, who was crazy enough to steal from scavengers or to come all the way out here?  Nella pushed open the far door slowly, peeking out to make sure no one was around.  A small shack nearby bustled with people and its lights were beginning to burn brightly in the dusk.  The scavengers were having a party and everyone seemed too drunk to pay much attention to the tunnel.  Nella waited a few seconds until a small knot of people on the porch headed into the warm building and then she and Frank slipped out and down the dirt road. 
It was as if they had stepped into another world.  Trees clustered close to the Barrier, cleared only far enough away that no one would be able to climb over.  There were trees in the City, of course, even parks that had been allowed to turn wild, but those trees were smaller, still marked by their years growing under human rules.  These were already large when the Plague hit and eight years had seen them grow still larger.  Their dead had fallen and were half buried in bracken and dead leaves, undisturbed, erasing the road, rotting or burning as they would, unchecked.  It had been a long time, even for Nella, since she had been outside the Barrier and she nervously wondered what had happened to the packs of feral dogs and cats that had wandered behind the Infected, scavenging.  Nothing bunched here, not like in the City.  What humans were crazy enough to live out here stayed separate and spread out for the most part, not cooperating or even meeting very often.  The birds didn't congregate like they did near Nella's apartment because there were no easy pickings here.  Even sound seemed spread out, thin and fragile.  She suddenly felt small and alone.  She looked back for Frank.  He crept up next to her, soundless and quick as if he'd been doing this for years.  He slipped his hand around her shoulder and squeezed it gently without saying anything.  She felt better and they kept walking.
Though the wind had died down rather than battle its way through the thick trees, it was still too cold for them to risk sleeping outside and the dark was quickly swelling around them, welling up from the shadows of the trees, choking the light out of the dirt path.  She kept hold of his hand.  She told herself it was so they wouldn't lose each other, but she knew it was her fear of the dark.  For a while she was in agony, both longing to light the lantern so that nothing could creep up on them and terrified to finally see what may be hiding in the dark.  If they could just find the main road before night swallowed up her sight completely.
Frank stumbled over something beside her.  "I can't see anything.  Do you know where we're going?" he asked, rubbing his ankle, a slim ghost of gray and black beside her.
"I'm trying to get back to the road.  But if we use the lantern something- someone, I mean, might see us."
"At least we could see them coming if someone was trying to hurt us," he said, echoing her own thoughts, "I don't think we have a choice.  If we get lost out here we'll die of exposure. We have to find some sort of shelter and I don't think we'll find it in these woods."
Nella pulled the lantern out of her bag, silently relieved that he had insisted on it.  She stood up to light it, but an overhanging branch snagged the end of her hair.  She jumped, dropping the lantern in her surprise.  Frank caught it before it could smash onto the road.  He turned it on and the pale light shot up, leaping over his face.  It highlighted his thin, shell-like skin and the sharp edges of his eyesockets and nose.  For an instant Nella saw only a spindly, hungering creature that was all claw and tooth, something wholly inhuman.
"What's wrong?" he asked, quickly standing.  He was himself again, solid and kind and with her, even in the dark at the end of the world.
She laughed at herself.  "Nothing, just nervous I think."  She picked up her pack and felt its weight dragging at her.  "I just want this day to be over," she said and struggled not to burst into tears.
"I know what you mean," said Frank.  He held up the lantern and said, "Look, I think that's the road."
The moon was starting to rise by the time they reached the street, a still gray vein stretched tight across the silent world.  Nella looked back toward the Barrier that was now miles behind them.  A soft glow, like a lone coal buried in ash, rose from behind it, where all that was left of civilization waited to be saved.  She turned back toward her destination.  "No lights," she said softly, "No fires or headlights, street lamps or porch lights to call us home."  She felt a hot tear slip past her and down her chilled skin.
Frank turned off the lantern and set it and his pack onto the cold tar.  He turned her toward him and drew her into him.  She closed her eyes and smelled the crisp fresh linen smell of him, let the heat of him sink through her stiff clothes and seep into her skin.
"Look," he whispered and stretched a long hand up toward the sky.  She tilted her face up.  "Look at all those lights.  They'll never turn off or run down.  They'll never stop calling us home."
She wiped her face, but felt great tears building behind her eyes again.  She was exhausted.  Frank let her go, sliding hesitantly away from her.  He lifted his pack and turned on the lantern.
"Come on," he said with a small smile, "it's too cold to hang around here."
 



The Tire Pit
 
 
They passed by several dark houses without stopping, not wanting to be surprised by intruders while they slept in a strange place.  Finally they settled on an empty gas station that fronted the road.  Nella cautiously opened the glass door with a hand on her pistol.  It was silent and nothing moved in the dull moonlight.  She walked a few paces in and Frank followed, holding up the lantern.  The store had been picked clean, even the empty shelves were all pushed against one wall.  At least it wouldn't be a target for Looters.
"We're too exposed in front of this window.  Anyone walking by would be able to see us and our equipment."
"There must be a stockroom," said Frank and moved toward the far wall.  Nella turned back to the glass door.  She flipped the small metal lock.  It wouldn't really stop anyone, but at least they'd have to break a window to get in and Nella would have some warning.
The light disappeared for a moment and Nella turned around.  
"Found it," Frank called.  
She made her way over to him.  The stock room was small, but empty.  More important, it was windowless and relatively warm.  She closed the door, shutting out the motionless, moonlit world.  She dropped her pack with a sigh of relief.  Frank grinned.  He knelt on the floor and unrolled his sleeping bag and then hers.  She sat down beside him and pried her boots off.  The floor was hard but she didn't care.  Frank lay back and stretched his long frame.  Nella laughed as his fingers touched one wall of the small space and his toes the other.
"Not much room," she said.  He folded his hands underneath his head and lay down looking at her.  
"It is cozy.  At least it will be warm."
Nella grabbed her pack and started searching its depths.  After a few seconds she got fed up and dumped it into her lap.
"What are you doing?" Frank asked.
"Looking for the food.  I'm starving, aren't you?"  She dropped a wrapped package on his chest.
He sat up and opened it. "Yes, I forgot we hadn't eaten today.  It seems to happen often. I just never feel as hungry as I did after waking up from the Cure."
Nella was stuffing a sweater in the door crack to keep in the heat.  She heard him and stopped.
"Frank," she said, turning slowly around to face him, "do you mind if I ask you something very personal?  I wouldn't- but I have this hunch that it's really important.  Not about you- about something else."
"Sure," he said, picking pieces of sandwich off of the wrapper.
"On second thought," she said, "I'll wait until you're finished."
He set aside the food.  "Sorry, I wasn't trying to be rude."
"No, it's not that, you weren't.  It's just, not a great topic to discuss over dinner.  Although it did make me think of it."
Frank looked at her, bemused.  "Okay," he said, picking up the sandwich again.  They ate in the bright lantern light, their limbs quickly thawing in the warmth of the small room.  Nella was quiet, concentrating.  Frank repacked her bag.
"All set?" he asked, "I'm going to turn off the light to save the battery if you are ready."
"Yes, okay," she said, noting that he was still dressed.  She felt depressed thinking she had made him self conscious.  He switched off the lamp and she heard the soft rustle of him sliding into the sleeping bag next to her.  She slipped out of her dusty clothes.  She curled herself into her own blankets, trying not to bump into Frank in the dark.
"What did you want to ask me?" his voice floated beside her in a half yawn.
"Please don't get upset.  I'm not asking out of curiosity."
"It's okay, you can ask me whatever you want."
"When you were- when you were sick, you said there was plenty of food around you in the bunker."
"Yes, there was enough for about a year for my wife and I.  So about a year and a half for one person by the time I became sick."
"But you didn't eat it.  I know one of the symptoms is pica- strange cravings, this time for- for human.  But, you said you were starving by the time the Cure team found you right?"
"Yes, I'd lost over a hundred pounds.  I don't think I would have survived much longer."
"Did you not realize you were surrounded by food after- after you ran out of immediate stuff?  Or did you choose not to eat it?"
"I don't remember being aware of it at all.  In fact I probably would have died of dehydration if the toilet bowl hadn't kept filling, but there were gallons and gallons of water around me.  Where is all this going Nella?"
"One more question, I'm sorry.  If someone had somehow opened the package of food for you and given it to you would you have eaten it?"
Frank was silent for a moment.  "I think so.  It was like I was smelling things.  And people- my wife, smelled good.  And the food didn't smell like anything because it was wrapped up I think."
Nella raised herself on one hand toward his voice.  "Remember the video Dr. Pazzo made of his preparations before locking himself in?  He made a point of showing the food distribution thing he rigged up for each room."
"I remember."
"So, do you think that food and water was sent down loose like in a pig trough or neatly wrapped like a vending machine?"
"It would have to be wrapped, it wouldn't have slid all the way through the tubes otherwise.  It would have caught and clogged-" Frank sat up and reached for her abruptly.  She could feel the tension in his hand as it closed around her arm, like a wire suddenly cut loose or frayed free.  "How did Robert and Ann survive for almost two years with nothing to eat or drink?"
Nella felt the hair on her arms rise as she heard him say it.  "That's where this was going," she said.
"Someone must have been feeding them, but who?  Dr. Schneider?"
"I don't know.  We'll have to wait to ask her.  But I doubt it.  She was supposed to be with Dr. Carton for most of that time.  How would she be able to travel repeatedly through the Infected zones to feed them and then return to Dr. Carton?"
"I don't like this." He let her arm go and fell back in the dark.
"Me either.  Sorry, I didn't mean to worry you.  I wasn't sure who else I could ask that kind of question though."
"I guess it won't do anyone any good to worry about it much until we find Dr. Schneider," he said, a yawn overtaking his last words,  "I'll try to stay awake if you want to talk about it though."
"No," she said, "I'm exhausted.  I only wanted to ask so I wouldn't forget to do it again." She was asleep almost as soon as she stopped speaking.  She woke up a few hours later because Frank was shaking beside her.  She turned on the lantern and saw he was shivering in his sleep.  She didn't know how he could be cold, the stock room had become like a sauna.  She could only assume it was a nightmare and felt guilty about asking about the Infection. She lay down, leaving the lantern on, her mind wandering to Dr. Pazzo and Ann.  Ann could have survived for some of the time on the monkeys, Nella thought, but not long.  Frank had only made it a few months and he had- she shuddered and tried not to gag.  Shutting Dr. Pazzo and cannibalism out of her brain for a while, she turned toward Frank.  He looked exhausted even asleep.  She stroked his face, trying to wake him without startling him. He was warm, as usual, and his face became more drawn, sadder as she touched it.
"Frank," she whispered, "Frank, wake up, it's okay."
He gasped and opened his eyes.  "You were having a bad dream, it's okay."
"Is it time to go?" he asked.
"I don't know.  There's no window.  I don't think so.  Are you all right?"
"Yeah. Sure," he said, but his hands were still shaking.
"I'm leaving the lantern on.  I have another battery." It wasn't an offer.  She wanted it on too.  The dark felt overwhelming. She closed her eyes.  "I've made a mess of everything today," she said sleepily, "I'm sorry.  I'll try to do better tomorrow."
The sound of the sleeping bag zipper was so loud it almost echoed in the small space.  Nella's eyes popped open as Frank unzipped hers too.
"I'm not dr-" she started.
"I know.  I don't care," he said quickly and slid in beside her. "You didn't do anything wrong." She felt the tension drain out of him, like air from an old balloon as he held her, already becoming heavy with exhaustion again.  He traced a pattern on her hip and her bare back with one hand until she was asleep.
When she woke, the room was cold and the lantern was dark.  She could see a length of daylight spilling over her pack because the stock room door was partially open.  Frank was gone.
Nella scrambled for her clothes.  "Frank?" she hissed but there was no answer.  She grabbed the pistol and slowly pushed the door open farther, peering around the frame. The storefront was empty.  The plate glass windows seemed to expand, to focus on her and lay her bare to the world.  She crouched and crept beneath them heading for the door.  She realized how bad this trip would have been to make alone.  She choked down the thought that something had happened to Frank.  She made it to the door and gently pressed it.  It opened easily.  Frank must have unlocked it.  She felt a little better. She looked outside, but nothing moved.  Nella opened the door and stood up slowly.  She slid out of the gas station and slowly walked around to the back.  Frank was sitting on the edge of a pit the station had used for old tires.  The air still burned with the heavy smell of rubber.  
"Frank, what's going on?" she asked.  He looked up at her and she could see he was distraught.  
"They were just left here," he said looking into the pit.
Nella sat down beside him to look.  If they hadn't still had shreds of cloth around them, Nella would have thought they were just three small logs scattered among the tires.  Even their thin fingers curled like twigs in the dust.  
"I think this store was stripped clean a long time ago.  And I don't think the Cure teams would have missed them.  We were ordered out in grids, the areas we would have missed would be miniscule.  People locked away, like you, would have been missed if not.  I don't think anyone left them here Frank.  Maybe they wandered in looking for food or water and couldn't get back out.  It wouldn't take much, a broken leg or arm and they wouldn't be able to climb up again."
"Why would they come here?"
"I don't know, maybe they were attracted by the light of the City?  Or the debris left by the scavengers and military teams."  She put a hand on his knee.  "I know you've heard stories about Immunes shooting the Infected for sport.  I'm not going to lie and tell you it isn't true.  And after the way you've been treated since the Cure, I don't blame you for being suspicious and sad.  But I worked with the Cure teams, and they were good people, almost without exception.  They wanted to find and help people.  If anyone had known these three were here they would have brought them in for the Cure."  She stopped for a moment and watched him.  "It would make me feel better if we stopped to bury them," she said, "as best we can."
Frank nodded.  "Me too," he said, "at least someone will remember they were human once."
They had no tools and there wasn't much to be had in the tire pit.  The bodies had been there for a long while, not much more than dried corn husks dressed in rags.  There was no smell and Nella was far less disturbed by it than she thought she would be.  Less disturbed, but deeply sad.  They were all broken, somehow.  Slashed or bit or snapped as if they really were old wood.  She tried not to think of how drawn out their last days must have been.  In the end, they covered them with old tires, working silently, each wondering what kind of life the three had before the world got sick.  At last, when the sun was already almost overhead, they were done.  
"We should light it," Frank said bitterly, "let it burn forever so the City knows what happens out here.  So they can't pretend the world is just going to go back to what it was.  A permanent bad taste that lingers long after they've scrubbed all the blood from the corners of their mouths."
Nella was glad that there was no gas left at the station.  She believed he meant to do it.  She was quiet for a moment, watching his face harden like cooling wax.  She squeezed his hand.
"It's time to go Frank. Let them lie in peace.  God knows they're in need of it."  She walked away from him without looking to see if he was coming and scrambled up the dirt side of the pit.  She walked back to the stock room and began packing up, waiting for him to cry it out if he needed.  She felt dusty and tired and the day wasn't half over yet.  She badly wanted to wash her hands, but she didn't dare to use what little water they had.  She'd have to wait until they found a stream or ditch.  She lifted her pack and checked the map.  Frank returned to the store.  He lifted his pack.
"It's okay if you want to go back," she said, "I'll understand." But her mind panicked at the thought of continuing alone.
He shook his head.  "No, of course not.  I'm angry with the way the City has treated the Infected, but I don't want it to be destroyed.  And definitely not the way this bacteria will destroy it."
He started heading for the door.  "You do realize this is crazy though, don't you?" he said over his shoulder, "I'm a lawyer.  You're a psychiatrist.  We're supposed to be in dark, air conditioned offices charging exorbitant fees to rich clients.  Not saving the world.  Not chasing bad guys."
Nella shrugged.  "If the world could predict who the villains and heroes were going to be, the crisis wouldn't exist in the first place."
They headed out the door and walked quickly, trying to cover the empty space between them and the lab as quickly as they could.
 



Who Fed them?
 
 
After a few miles, the road broke off in several directions.  The Looters had mostly stopped using cars, preferring atvs when they could find the gas or bicycles when they could not.  They no longer depended on the old roads.  The military only maintained those it currently needed, so most roads had eroded into a mosaic of tar and gravel or had collapsed with their culverts into gaping ditches.  Frank and Nella turned onto one that had almost completely been eaten away and swallowed by brush.  There were times when the only indication that there had been a road once were the houses on either side that slumped themselves ever closer to the ground.  The spring insects sprang up in misty gold clouds whenever Nella or Frank brushed by.  The sun, which had been so distant the day before now glared and sank into their clothes and made them even wearier.  
"I thought this lab was in a large town," said Frank.
"No, not from the map.  Looks like they tried to hide it as much as possible.  It looks like it's pretty far into farm country.  Must be why it took so long for the scavenger teams to find it."
"Are we going to reach it in time?"
"We should get there tomorrow, but I don't know if we'll find Dr. Schneider there."  Nella sighed and rubbed her forehead.  "You're right.  This whole thing is insane.  We aren't even looking for the right thing.  We're looking for someone who maybe can tell us where the bacteria is.  And we don't even know if we'll find her."  She slapped at a fly, disgusted.
"What else was there to do?  She's the only one who knows for sure who had access to it and would know what it was."
"I'm becoming convinced that is not the case.  Someone was feeding Dr. Pazzo and Ann.  Someone knew they were there and had access to all their data and those videos."
"Maybe I was just different from others.  Maybe I had a worse infection or something and my reasoning was even more impaired than others'.  Maybe Dr. Pazzo and Ann figured out that food and water came out of that hose thing and I just didn't."
"We saw lots of people as malnourished as you Frank.  Not all of them could have been completely out of food.  I wouldn't have asked you last night if I thought you were the one stupid zombie in existence."
Frank laughed and pretended to be shocked at her language.
"Well, even if that is the case," he continued, "what would anyone stand to gain if they got there hands on this bacteria?  Knowing what it could do, why would anyone not want to destroy it?"
"That's the question of the year.  If we can answer that, we will know who has the bacteria."
"Why keep Dr. Pazzo and Ann alive if they were just going to destroy the world?"
Nella sat down on a stone porch in the shadow of a rotting house and rubbed her ankles.  Frank pulled out a water bottle.
"Maybe they didn't have all the information that they thought they needed from Dr. Pazzo and Ann.  Maybe they kept them alive hoping- or expecting- a Cure."
Frank squinted at her, "You think it was Dr. Carton?  But he warned us away from using it, he seemed to want it destroyed."
"I don't know who it was, I don't know what to think.  Maybe that's not even the reason.  Maybe it was someone that just cared about Ann or Dr. Pazzo.  Or someone who couldn't face committing murder on a personal level but has some vendetta against the world and didn't have as much of a problem wiping out humanity as a whole." Nella shrugged. 
"But Nella, the governments are all gone.  The churches are all gone. Poverty is a thing of the past.  Pretty much.  I mean, no one is living large, but no one is really starving any more either.  The three biggest sources of conflict in the world are gone."
"Maybe it's someone who lost their family to this plague.  Maybe it's someone who believes this is the God's vengeance and wants to finish the job.  Just because most of us are gone, doesn't mean the rest of us won't find reasons to hate each other."
"Are you going to tell me it's some primal territorial drive in our brain, to fight each other?  That this was the inevitable conclusion?"
Nella stood up and stretched.  "I hope not.  If it is a basic urge then as a whole, we've done a remarkable job thwarting it for centuries.  I'm a psychiatrist, not an anthropologist.  But I think we're basically social animals, we're meant to live together.  But when you have eight billion people living together, a few of them are bound to be wired wrong.  And maybe one or two are going to have the opportunity to act on that bad wiring once in a while."
They walked slowly back onto the grass lane where the road had once been.
"So we're looking for someone with a revenge fantasy against the whole world.  It's been eight years.  What is he- or she- waiting for?"
Nella stopped and stared at Frank's face, troubled.  He stopped too.  "I think whoever it is, is waiting to see what punishment the world thinks is justice.  I think he is waiting for the end of this trial."
Nella felt filled with lead as she said it.  She walked on, barely noticing as the suburbs changed into shrinking fields and spreading forest.  Frank, too, seemed somber.  Neither of them saw the first bleached cow skeletons erupting from the long grass like unfinished barrels.  But they came more and more often, on each side of the road, tangled in the wire fencing, as if it were a trail into an Ogre's den.  Nella finally tripped over a leg bone that had made it's way into the middle of the lane.  She froze and looked around.  There were clusters of bones almost everywhere she looked.
"Frank," she whispered, "Frank, stop."  He turned around to look at her and finally saw the bones as well.  He crouched, almost instinctively.
"Is it Looters?"
"I don't think so.  They wouldn't have wasted any meat.  They would have herded the cows into their camp before killing them."
"Infected then?"
"I think so, the skeletons are whole where they died."
"These are old though," Frank said, visibly relaxing, "They must have been eaten a while ago.  Whatever ate this has got to be dead by now.  Are they even finding Infected any more?"
"Not many," Nella said, "and those they do find report having eaten stray cats or dogs to survive."
"Could a person even kill a cow?"
"Not one person," said Nella, "but if several people cornered one, I guess they could do it eventually."  She felt the hair on her arms prickle and her stomach slid lower inside her.
"But you're talking about Infected working together.  Do they do that?"
"It was probably more like a feeding frenzy than cooperation.  The initial wave of Infected must have wandered out of the City looking for food.  Look, Frank, you're probably right.  I don't see how people could survive for years on stray cows and dogs, and these bones look like they've been here for a while, but let's be careful."
It was another mile before the reek of decomposition hit Nella like a broken brick.
 



The Infected
 
 
It floated over everything, like grease on water. Choking and sour and coppery. Nella could feel it sticking to her, coating her skin and throat, and Frank bent over the ditch on the side of the road and vomited. It couldn't have died that long ago, maybe in the winter, thawing in the warm spring sun as the snow pulled back and uncovered it, or in the early spring where it cooked in its own gas. Nella didn't want to look for it, but she knew she was going to anyway.
"Go back," she whispered to Frank, "I have to find it and see if there are Infected around. You go back and find some fresh air."
Frank was shaking and ashy. "No way," he hissed, "You aren't going closer alone." He spat and tried to wipe his mouth with a handkerchief. "Besides," he said, creeping toward her, "I think that was all of it. I feel a little better now."
They moved together, trying not to smell the terrible hot-slaughterhouse air and trying to find its source simultaneously. It was surprisingly far, hundreds of yards off the road near a dour, unpainted barn. Nella exhaled in relief to see that it was far too large to be a person. She tried not to taste it as she drew in another shallow breath. 
"Horse or cow," she whispered to Frank, "It hasn't been dead very long."
"How do you know?" he asked, holding an arm over his face. Both of their eyes were watering. The thing on the ground was black and swollen, it's belly a cave slithering with maggots. For some reason the sight of it bothered Nella far more than the smell. Maybe because it wasn't slashed or torn open, the way a knife or even a claw would do. It was gnawed open, ragged rounded hunks taken away, a grotesque reverse puzzle.
"The plants around it are cropped. It was foraging here. Whatever was here before must have kept reseeding and growing after the Plague."
"I'll bet that's how most of the animals that survived made it."
"Yeah, until the Infected got them. Or some other wild thing." 
"Do you think it was dogs?"
"I hope so. But you'd think the bones we found earlier would be scattered if it were dogs."
Nella carefully stood up to look around, but the field was silent and motionless. The long grass of several summers was matted and gray around them and she could see up to the tree line. 
"Come on," Frank said softly, "there may be nothing here now, but I don't want to be around if something comes back. And the more distance we can put between us and this smell, the happier I'll be."
Nella looked back at the bubbling mass of maggots once more despite herself as she walked away, obsessively brushing her pant legs, paranoid of taking any of them with her. It was like carrying a tiny piece of death. Nella told herself to stop being a basketcase and think logically. As the smell diminished she became more successful at it. 
The road was just more field at this point and Nella used the fenceposts and treeline to help her stay on it. It was cool and the shadows were shattered where the long, gold afternoon sun came through. The young frogs in the ditches spoke high and sweet to their neighbors and Nella became almost relaxed. They were less than five miles from where the lab ought to be. She wondered if they could make it that evening, but the way Frank's shoulders drooped and her own feet swelled inside her boots made her doubt it.
It was warm, and if they had to, they could sleep in a barn or outbuilding, it was even mild enough to stay outside if nothing presented itself- but even as she thought it, she heard a restless shuffling behind her, something dragging itself out of the ditch.
Nella turned around as Frank yelled at her to look out. She pulled the pistol out of its holster but the thing was on top of her and its momentum sent them both back into the ground. The pistol flew from her hand and lay glittering black and foreign in the grass.
The Infected's face was barely recognizable as one, more leather sack than head. It was streaked with dried blood and rotting meat. Gray pus oozed out of the myriad wounds around its eyes and scalp and it was bald in patches where scars boiled up in great tarry snakes. Its smell was even more powerful than the horse had been, but only Frank noticed. Nella's world had plunged down to focus on the matted, filthy beard and its yellow, broken teeth. Its tongue was black and swollen and it made wheezing whistles in its throat as its face lunged closer and closer. 
All Nella could hear was Ann in her head, screaming: "THE TEETH MUST GNASH!"
Please don't let it hurt too badly, she thought, even as she realized it was going to be an excruciating death.
Her hand fluttered and flexed, looking for the gun somewhere beside her.  The Infected's black and yellow talons, they could be called nails no longer, pierced the side of her shirt and left a scarlet, sizzling runner along Nella's side.  
She yelled and heard it echoed from over the Infected's back.  Frank was trying to pry it off of her, but the Infected had desperate hunger on its side and Frank still saw it as a sick human.  He didn't want to hurt it if he didn't have to. 
Nella kicked up with her tired legs, and the Infected's weight shifted so she could roll away while Frank pulled.  But it was too late.  The Infected's teeth snapped closed around her shoulder.  It ground and pulled with it's jagged, sharded teeth and Nella screamed and kicked again.  
Frank let go of the Infected's back and slid down next to her in the grass.  The world shrunk and became too bright.  Nella fought it, knowing if she lost consciousness, she was dead.  She sucked in a deep breath as the Infected still scrabbled and chewed.  Her eyes watered, but she focused on the thing's shattered leg.  She aimed and gave it one last great kick in the seeping black wound on its shin.  It released her with a half wheeze, half howl.  
Nella forced herself to roll away before she fainted.  She saw Frank raise a gun and the thought slid by in a blur, I hope he's using the pistol or we're both dead.  
The sound of the shot shattered the veil that was dropping in great folds over her.  Her eyes rolled back to center and She saw Frank's hand steady his shaking hand with the other as he shot again.  
Frank bent over her and she could see he was crying.  She wasn't sure whether it was because she was hurt or because he'd killed someone.  The world fell away in little puzzle pieces of light and sound before she could find out.
It flared back with a sizzle as Frank pressed her bitten shoulder with his shirt.  The sound came back with a great thudding, like a slow fan.
"Nella, wake up.  Wake up, we have to go.  Please wake up."
Frank's eyes darted from her to the woods nearby and back, then to the field behind them.
"Are there more of them?" She tried to sit up but her vision blurred again and he pressed her back.
"Yes," he said, "but they haven't noticed us yet.  They heard me- the gun, and are looking for us."
"Are there any buildings nearby?  Can you see anything?"
"There's a farmhouse across the field but it's pretty far."
"We'll make it.  Help me up."
"Can you walk?"
"If I get up slowly I'll be able to run as fast as you.  I just have to stay conscious."
He lifted her onto her feet.  It felt as if the ground were sand sinking away from her every second.  She fought the dizzyness.  The pack's wide strap dug hard into her chewed shoulder and the pain was a dark blanket over everything, even her fear.  
"Where is the farmhouse?" she asked, trying not to panic as she watched the half dozen Infected slowly closing in on their location.
"Are you ready?" asked Frank.  Nella nodded.  He held her around the waist and they began to run.  Frank's fingers pressed on the slice in her side and each step jarred her shoulder.  The farmhouse looked very far.  Nella stopped looking at it, looking instead at the long grass in front of her and trying to resist the urge to look behind her at the people who were undoubtedly chasing them now.  They would have seen the movement as Frank and Nella began running.  She hoped they had enough of a head start.  Frank began to outpace her  and she struggled to match him, stumbling forward.
The thud of bare feet began to grow behind them.  Nella felt a jolt of adrenaline burst into her legs.  They were almost there, but Nella's chest still cramped in terror as she looked up to see where the farmhouse was.
She could hear an Infected behind her, wheezing and growling, like a tired dog.  She tried to brace herself for the taloned grab she knew was coming. 
But then Frank was pulling her up the rotted steps and across the porch.  The screen opened with a screech and the wooden door with a bang.  They were inside, in the dark and Frank was slamming the door and turning the lock.  Nella collapsed onto the nearby staircase, a puff of dust pluming into the air as she sat down.  
"I need to check if there's another door," said Frank and darted away.  Nella eased off the pack and closed her eyes as the Infected slammed themselves against the front door.  Frank was back after only a few seconds.
"We need to dart them before they break the window," Nella said, "Can you help me upstairs, I can do it from one of the upper windows."
"You're hurt, you need to stop moving.  We have to stop the bleeding.  I'll take care of the Infected."
"Are you sure, Frank?"
He brushed her face with his hand.  "For you, I can," he said, his face grim.  He slipped past her up the stairs.  She heard the window slide open with a shuddering squeal.  The dart gun was designed to be noiseless.  
She pressed the thin fabric of Frank's shirt against her shoulder, hissing with pain.  She had to clean it with something or it was going to be severely infected.  She would probably need to stitch it too.  She wondered if the house had been picked clean or if it had been missed by the scavenge teams.  The presence of the Infected gave her some hope that the house was untouched.  Maybe she could find medicine or alcohol to clean it out.  
Frank glided back down the stairs.  He peeked out of the curtain, watching the Infected as they slowly stopped banging.  "How did they survive this long?" he asked.
"It must have been the cattle.  How many were left?"
"Including the one that bit you- seven so far."
"They probably wandered out of the City and began eating the herds of cows, one by one.  I doubt there are any more.  The one that got me was filled with gangrene.  He was dying."
Frank peered out of the curtain.  "None of the rest seem to be in very good shape either.  They are all cut up and bitten.  They must have fought each other between cows- or whatever."
Nella heard a thud. Then something slowly slid down the front door.
"That's two asleep," said Frank, "Come on, we don't need to watch the rest of them pass out.  We need to fix your arm before it gets worse."
"Can you check the bathroom for, well, for anything really, but peroxide mostly. I'll see if I can pull out the first aid kit."
"Are you sure?  I can carry you upstairs so you can lie down."
"Have you ever stitched a wound?"
Frank looked pale.  "No, but I can do it."
"I know you can, you'll have to, but I need to show you how first, so it doesn't get infected."
"Okay, I'll be right back, I think there are two bathrooms."  He went into the hallway.
"Frank," she called, "Check under the sink too."
She heard two more thumps from the porch and closed her own eyes, waiting for Frank.
 



Get it Out
 
 
The bathrooms had been better than expected.  Nella was not surprised given the remote location and continued presence of the Infected.  The team that had scouted Dr. Carton's lab wouldn't have bothered with a smaller target like this if there were a big safety risk.  They would wait until the Cure team got around to the area and then clean out the smaller houses.  
Frank had found some prescription ibuprofen along with the peroxide and bandages.  Nella wondered if it was still potent.  She would have traded it for a tab of penicillin in a heartbeat, but they weren't that lucky.  Her arm was soaked by the time he had returned and she felt a light buzzing begin behind her nasal cavity.  
"I have to lie down somewhere, or I'm not going to be much help," she said, noticeably slurring.
He picked her up and carried her up the dusty stairs.  She hoped the bedrooms were cleaner.  She yanked the blankets down with her good hand as Frank put her down on the clean sheet.  Dust swirled at the foot of the bed and Nella lost herself a moment in watching it.
"We're going to need water," Frank said, "Can you hold on a minute?  I saw a duck pond behind the house.  I have purification tabs."
"I'm okay for now," she said.
"I wouldn't go if I didn't have to.  I'll be right back," he said, as if she had argued with him. 
"Be careful," she said, "Just because we only saw those doesn't mean there aren't more."
"I'll take the dart gun," he said and squeezed her good hand gently.  Nella tilted her head back against the flattened pillow as he left.  The room was bright, the thin curtain sunbleached in the window.  She tried to concentrate on what was around her so that the pain only crunched at the corners of her mind rather than devouring it whole.  She wondered where the people were.  They weren't the Infected that had chased them- the house had been left in perfect shape.  The bed had been made and she could see the clothes folded neatly in the closet.  There was no disorder, no signs of scuffle or panic.  Maybe they had come in to the City before things got bad.  Maybe they had weathered it out in a shelter like Frank.  
Nella heard footsteps on the stairs and her chest cramped in fear.  But it was Frank, carrying an armload of supplies.  He dropped them beside the bed and began fumbling with the envelope of water purification tablets.  Nella could see him swearing under his breath at his shaking fingers.
"You have to calm down," she said, "It's okay.  We're okay."
He got the envelope open and swished the tabs into the bucket of water.  Nella hoped nothing dead had been lying in the pond.
"It's supposed to take half an hour, but I don't know if we have that much time.  What should we do?"
"We have to clean the wounds.  We can't wait, we'll just have to hope the tabs continue working while we do it."
Nella was still holding his shirt against her shoulder.  It was sopping and warm.  She was trying not to look at it, but the wet heat was spreading across her own shirt and over her chest.  The adrenaline had worn off for both of them.  Nella was exhausted.  Frank gently unbuttoned her blouse and she felt nauseous when his fingertips came away red and dripping.  
"Do you have any towels?  I think I saw a linen closet at the top of the stairs."
He looked doubtfully at the neat pile near his feet.  
"I think I have enough," he said.  She inched her way out of the shirt and clamped her hand back over her shoulder.
"Soak two of them in the water and hand one of them to me."
The towel he handed to her was frigid and heavy.  It smelled like algae.  Nella dropped Frank's soaked shirt beside her on the bed.  She yelped as she squeezed the towel into a chilled bandage around her shoulder.  She took a deep breath and calmed herself down.
He stroked her hair as he pressed still harder on the towel.  "Can I give you the painkiller?"
Nella smiled.  "I wish you could but not until we're done.  I have a bad scratch on my side, I think it's already infected.  Can you start there?"
She could see Frank tearing up, but he just nodded and began wiping away the blood from her chest and stomach.  She flinched when he hit the groove the Infected's nails had made.
Frank sucked in a hissing breath in sympathy.  "Sorry," he said.
"No, don't be.  You can't be gentle.  It has to be clean or it's going to get very bad, very quickly."
He took a deep breath, which she unconsciously mirrored.  "Okay, are you ready?"
Nella clenched her teeth and shut her eyes as he scrubbed the long trench in her side.  He sat up and she let her breath drain out of her in relief.
"Peroxide now?"
"Is there any dirt or sand left?"
"No, but it's very puffy and I'd say it's definitely infected.  Was this from that guy's filthy nails?  God knows what he had growing under there."
"Peroxide won't kill the infection.  Did you find any antibiotic or burn cream?"
Frank held up a tiny tube of ointment.  "Sorry, this is all I could find."
Nella was having trouble concentrating. "That's not going to be enough.  I need you to find the kitchen.  See if you can find any honey anywhere."
She closed her eyes as she listened to metal pots ringing as they fell.  She tried to squeeze her shoulder tighter but she was becoming progressively more numb and exhausted.  Frank came back, looking dejected.  He held up a small jug.
"It's mostly crystallized," he said.
"That's okay, just try to mix the crystals in with whatever liquid honey is left and spread it on the scratch.  We'll save the ointment for my shoulder."  She felt the world swirling around her head.  "Frank, we need to go fast now."  Her voice sounded thick and furry in her ears.
He was a little rough in his panic and the tiny shards of sugar crystals pricked her back into clarity before they melted in the heat of her skin.  He pressed bandages along the scratch and then gently took her hand from her shoulder.  She tried not to look at the wound as he washed it.  Every swipe seared and crunched, no matter how gentle he was.  Nella couldn't help the small sounds of misery that leaked from her chest and she was slippery with cold sweat within seconds.
"I'm so sorry," Frank said, wincing.
She shrieked as he hit something jagged and he stumbled backward in surprise.
"There's something in there.  Something is in me," she gasped.
Frank squeezed the wet towel over her shoulder, dousing in in cool water.  He cautiously lifted a flap of torn skin.  He was grim as he reached for the first aid kit.
"What is it?  Can you see it?" she asked.  
"I see it," he said, "I'll try to be gentle, but this is really going to hurt.  You have to hold still.  Can you?"
"What is it?"
"I'm not sure yet.  I have to take it out first."  But Nella could see from his face that he had an idea.
"Get it out." Her voice was panicked and shrill.
"You have to hold still."
Nella clenched her uninjured hand.  "I'll hold still.  Just get it out."
Frank wiped the tweezers with alcohol.  He gingerly lifted the loose slab of skin on her shoulder. The tweezers bit the sore, ragged skin twice without finding the object.  They burned on her exposed nerves like an electric shock but she didn't flinch.  The third time they caught it and Frank pulled the object out.  The relief was immediate, as if he had pried a large splinter out.  He tried to hide it in the towel quickly, but Nella saw it anyway, gleaming white and wicked in the afternoon light.  A shard of tooth had broken off inside her shoulder.  She leaned over the far side of the bed and vomited.  Frank stroked her head and waited until she was done and calm again.  He gave her a bottle of clean water from their pack and washed her face.  
"I think that was the worst of it," he said.
Nella nodded.  "Okay, this time you'll have to use the hydrogen peroxide.  Try not to use too much or it will make it harder to close the wound. You'll have to- to lift the loose skin again," she said gagging.
Her arm fizzed and bubbled as the dirt and grass particles streamed out of it.  Frank pulled out a pill bottle.    Nella shook her head, "Not yet."
"Nella, this is going to be long and painful.  If these knock you out, then why not skip this part?"
"Because I need to tell you what to do."
"I know what I have to do.  I need to sew the big chew mark closed.  Then I need to put antibiotic on all the smaller wounds and bandage you up."
"But-"
Frank put his hand up.  "You have to trust me.  I'm not going to let you die and I know how to sterilize a needle and sew.  It's not going to be pretty whether you are awake to watch me or not.  Besides, these probably aren't powerful enough to knock you out for several minutes.  But if you flinch with every stitch, it's going to hurt worse and take longer."
Nella held out her hand for the pills.  By the time he was three stitches in, her head felt full of sand and she shut her eyes.  He hadn't even finished the fourth stitch and she was fast asleep.
 



The Farmhouse
 
 
The metal screech of the front door invaded Nella's dreams and she swam unwillingly back into consciousness.  For a few seconds she just lay in the dark, feeling the hot throb of her shoulder like the breath of a panting dog, coming and going, but never gone.  She squinted, trying to see Frank in the strange, darkened room, but she couldn't see him.  The front door snapped shut below her, reminding her of what had woken her up.  She sat up too quickly, fearing the Infected had entered the house.  The world fell like shifting sand around her.  Nella quickly bent over, wanting to vomit.  After a breath or two, she lifted her head again.  She swung her feet over the edge of the bed as a pair of thuds rose up from the stairway.  She stood up and winced at the touch of the cold wood on her bare feet.  Frank had taken off her shoes and bloody clothes and cleaned up the room.  She shivered in just her underwear and tottered toward the bedroom door, which hung open like a broken jaw.  A board betrayed her with a snapping creak, and Nella's heart froze solid in her chest as footsteps came bounding up the stairs.  She fell the rest of the way into the hallway and pulled herself up on the doorknob.  She  scrambled backward, slamming the door as a figure darker than the night around it, reached the top of the stairs.  
"Nella?  Nella are you okay?"  Frank's voice seeped through the wooden door like sunshine, like warm water.  Nella slid down it in relief.
"I thought the Infected got in," she called.  She crawled away from the door and he opened it.  "Why don't you have a flashlight?" she asked.
"I was- it's cold and starting to rain.  I couldn't leave them out there like that.  I brought the people on the porch inside.  They are still asleep and I couldn't carry them and the light at the same time.  I should have grabbed one when I heard you, but I was worried you would fall- which you did.  Sorry."
"I'm okay. Are they all inside now?"
"Yes, I just pulled the last one into the living room.  There's a fireplace there and the woodbox is full."
"Have you slept at all?"
"It's early still.  The sun only went down about an hour ago."  He groped in the dark and found her, lifting her to her feet.  "Do you think you can get down the stairs if I help?  You need to eat and you must be freezing.  A fire will make you feel better."
"You need to sleep too Frank."
"I will, when you are taken care of."
She slid her good arm around his back and tried not to wince as his fingers curled around her waist, brushing the streaking comet that ran down her side.  "It's not your fault," she said as they moved slowly toward the stairs, "If he hadn't jumped me, it would have been you."
"But if I was ready, like you are, I could have acted faster.  Maybe you wouldn't be hurt.  Maybe I wouldn't have had to kill him."
Nella's knees felt shaky as they walked down the dark stairway.  The rain made a harsh hiss on the porch in front of them.  "I wasn't ready Frank, or I could have thrown him off easily.  He was clumsy and weak, if I'd been ready neither of us would have been hurt.  It isn't your fault."
Nella felt with her foot for the edge of the stair, and at last realized they had reached the bottom.  Frank held a hand in front of him, looking for the hallway.  The light from Frank's lantern hit her as she found the living room doorway.  The Infected lay in a long row across the floor.  Frank had covered them with blankets.
"I should probably try to clean them up," he said, noticing her watching the sleeping figures.
"They are going to need food and water more than a bath," she said.  "I'll help you in the morning.  We can leave them supplies and a letter so they know what has happened."
He lowered Nella gently onto the couch.  "They will already know what happened," he said grimly, wrapping her in a quilt, "but at least we can tell them where to go next."
He slid the grate from the front of the fireplace.  In a few moments they were sitting in front of a blazing orange fire.  "The curtains!" said Nella suddenly.
Frank held up a hand, "It's okay, I already thought of that."  He grabbed his pack and sat next to her, sighing with relief.  He closed his eyes for a second in the pulsing gold heat.  She thought he looked ten years older than he had that morning and realized with a pang how tired he must be.
She brushed the side of his face lightly with one hand, surprised to feel the bristle of stubble.  He smiled and laid a hand over hers without opening his eyes.  "You need to sleep," she said.
"Soon," he said, "but we both need food.  You especially.  And I want to check your cuts.  We have to keep them clean."  He opened the pack.
"Let's eat first," she said, "I don't want to look at the raw hamburger my shoulder's become and then try to eat after that."
Nella felt odd and criminal eating even a simple meal in the midst of the sleeping skeletons that surrounded them, and promised herself that they would either find ample supplies in the house or leave their own for the Cured before they woke up.  Her wounds were clean and the puffiness had subsided from the scratch on her side.  The fire made her drowsy, but something felt distinctly creepy about falling asleep in the living room, something that just wasn't the same as falling asleep in a Cure tent surrounded by lights and soldiers along with the Infected.  She felt exposed, unprotected, as if the sleeping man beside the couch would suddenly reach up out of the dark and claw at her throat.  
"Frank," she said, gently shaking him from a comfortable doze.
"Hmm?"
"I'm really sorry, but I can't- I won't be able to sleep here.  Can you help me get back upstairs?"
He sat up rubbing his eyes.  "Oh sure, of course.  Just let me add a few more pieces of wood so everyone will stay warm."
They took the lantern with them up to the dark bedroom.  Nella was exhausted and shaky by the time they made it back.  Frank closed the bedroom door tightly and shoved the dresser in front of it without comment.  He placed the lantern on top and collapsed like a wooden doll into the chair next to the bed.  
"I thought you were going to sleep Frank," she said gently, stretching flat on the bed.
"I a-" his yawn cut off the rest of the word.
"Come to bed."
"I don't want to hit your cuts and hurt you."
She gently pulled on his arm.  "It's okay, you won't hurt me.  You need to sleep."  He tugged his shoes off and began to get undressed.  "We'll never get anywhere tomorrow if you are exhausted," she continued and he stopped, startled.
"Tomorrow?  We can't go tomorrow, the lab is still four or five miles.  You can't travel that far, you lost a lot of blood today."
"We have to.  We don't have that much time."
"Then I'll go.  You stay and rest." He yawned again and crawled into the bed next to her.
"No way," she said, "what if something happens?  I can't let you go alone."
He scrubbed his stubbly cheeks with both hands.  "Nella, what are you going to be able to do if something does happen?  I don't think you are going to be able to run.  Or shoot the gun without causing more damage to your shoulder."
"I could if I had to," she knew it was a weak argument.  "Besides," she continued, finding his sore point, "what if something happens while you are gone?"
"What's going to happen?  This place is remote and safe from Looters.  It's well stocked with food and water and medicine.  All you need to do is rest until I come back."
"What if the Infected wake up before they are Cured?  What if I get a fever and can't take care of myself?"  
Frank groaned and rubbed his hand over his smooth skull.  He rolled onto his side and looked at her.  "I don't want to fight now.  Let's fight in the morning when I can think."
She laughed gently.  "Okay, we'll fight in the morning."
He leaned over and kissed her.  They fell asleep as the rain made the swelling joints of the house creak around them.
 



The Bullet or the Cure
 
 
It was still raining, cold and misty when she woke in the morning.  Nella had slept only lightly, afraid Frank was stubborn enough to slip away in the middle of the night.  Still, she felt much stronger than she had the evening before.
Still clothed only in her underwear, she looked around for her pack before remembering it was sitting at the bottom of the stairs where she had dropped it.  But the dresser was wedged against the door and too heavy for her to move with one arm.  Nella stifled a frustrated sigh.  
She stood shivering in front of the dusty dresser.  She hesitated, feeling slightly cannibalistic, as if she meant to wear someone else's skin instead of their clothes, but the chill won out.  She wiggled the swollen drawers open, ready to leap backward if a rat scuttered out.  But the clothes were undisturbed.  They were neatly folded as if they had just come down from the clothesline yesterday.  They were men's clothes, far too large, but perfect for her wounded arm and side.  She pulled out a sweater that still breathed a faint trace of the wood fire it had dried over.  She eased it over the bandages on her arm, holding her breath expecting pain as the thick cloth brushed over the aching flesh of her shoulder.  She got it on without too much wincing and then rolled up the cuffs of an old pair of jeans.  They were patched and faded and all the stiffness already worn out of them.  She got an eerie feeling again, as the fabric bunched and pooled around her waist, as if she had stepped into someone else's memories.  A half-formed hope bloomed in her chest that these people were alive somewhere, not Infected.  She grabbed a thick belt from the top of the dresser and threaded it with difficulty through the large pants.  Her mind wandered to the Infected sleeping below.
Nella raked her hand over her snarled hair in frustration.  She would be able to find supplies, the house seemed well stocked, and even if it wasn't, she and Frank had more than enough to spare for the people downstairs.
But they couldn't wait for the Infected to wake up.  There wasn't enough time left before Judge Hawkins sent the military after them.  How would the people downstairs react with no one to counsel them when they woke up?  A note was no substitute, no matter how eloquent.  Nella knew the prospects even for those who underwent years of therapy through Cure programs wasn't very good.  The current suicide statistics were something like thirty percent for the Cured, and not very much less for the Immunes.  
They would remember the Plague, everything that had happened and what they had done after their infection.  But they would only understand the events of the past eight years as they had happened for themselves.  Without someone to explain, they could have no real idea what had happened to the rest of the world.  Nella had seen it before, even after the Cured had been shown news footage, had seen communities of survivors, even after they had found some remaining family members- some of them refused to believe it.  They would blame themselves, convince themselves that they were inherently evil somehow, instead of just ill.  Nella picked up the pistol that Frank had laid on top of the dresser.  They will probably all be suicides, she thought, isn't it kinder to spare them the agony of realizing what they've done?  She looked at Frank,his skin outlined in silver rain-light.  He kept going.  Some of them did. Some of us do, she thought.  She put the pistol down and walked slowly to the window.  The City was invisible in the fog.  All she could see was the pale young grass pushing up through the old silver corpse of last year's field and the dark, still pond and the rotting carcass of the Infected's latest kill, a cow maybe or a horse.  Nella sighed.  The bullet or the Cure.  Either way it's murder. She placed her forehead against the cold pane and closed her eyes.  Frank stirred behind her and she turned around.  
He stretched and scratched at the stubble that was thickening on his cheeks.  He sat up and smiled at her.
"Feeling better?" he asked.
"Much better," she lied.
"Sorry about your clothes, I didn't want anything dirty getting into your cuts."
She sat down next to him on the bed.  "Liar.  You were just trying to get into my pants."
He laughed.  
"Come on," she said, "we need to get moving.  I want to leave these people with plenty of supplies in case they wake up before we get back, and we still have a few miles to go."
She expected him to argue with her, but he just shook his head and pushed the dresser away from the door.  He was right, though he never said so.  Nella was almost useless, she couldn't even carry her own pack without opening the wound on her shoulder again.  So Frank rearranged their gear and gathered supplies for the sleeping Infected while Nella struggled to write a note that could explain the world they were about to wake up in.
It took less time than either of them expected.  By midmorning, the sleeping people were warmly covered and a pile of provisions sat in front of the fireplace.  Nella attached her letter to the mantle. 
"I wish I could be here to tell you this instead of leaving a letter," it began.  Nella stopped herself from rereading it. She tried not to flinch as Frank tightened the sling he had made for her.  She didn't want him to change his mind and insist that she stay behind.
It was still gray and cool when they left the old farmhouse at noon.  The fields were heavy with old, wet grass and Nella tried to lead them back to the road.  It was broken and patchy, but the land around them was weedy and quickly filling with thorn bushes and small trees.  The road at least, was still mostly flat and at least halfway clear of bracken.  At first, when her energy was still high, Nella felt guilty that Frank was carrying everything.  But she soon became winded and drained and she was grateful when he requested frequent rests.  She suspected some stops he was adding for her benefit rather than his, but each time they sat on the cold, damp ground she sighed with relief. The trip to Dr. Carton's lab should only have taken a few hours.  Instead it lasted for the rest of the day.  The dull pearl of the sun sank behind its clouds as they reached the lab.
 



The Lab
 
 
The building was larger than Nella had expected and seemed a giant cube of black glass planted in a large clearing.  It was surrounded by old forest that seemed to be spreading its fingers toward the building.  Even the gravel parking lot was almost invisible, covered by early grass and unopened dandelion heads.  Nella had been outside of the City many times with the Cure team, and she had seen the roads and buildings begin to decay, to be drawn back into the ground, swallowed by grass and trees.  But this place felt almost surreal.  It looked so untouched.  No windows were broken that she could see.  The roof looked whole and wasn't sagging.  There was no paint to peel, because it was all glass and she couldn't see if there were any disorder within because the windows were reflective.  It was intimidating, this thing that stood impervious to the devastation that had spread around it, from it even, if Dr. Pazzo was to be believed.
"What if she isn't here?" asked Frank as they reached the dark, smooth rotating door.
"She left Dr. Carton's lab seven weeks ago now.  Unless she's living here I doubt that she will be here."
"Then why are we here?"
"I want to make sure the vial isn't in the vault.  And maybe Dr. Schneider left some clue where she went.  She wouldn't have been very careful, she had no idea she'd be followed."
Frank began to push on the door and Nella stopped him.  "Be careful," she said softly, "we can't see inside.  We have no idea if anyone else is in there."
He pulled the pistol out of the pack and gripped it tight.  They turned the door together, entering the building at a slow, careful crawl.  It was still inside and completely spotless.  As if it were all waiting for the light switches to be turned on and it would all start up again.
"The scavenge scouts were right.  No one's touched this place in all these years," Nella said.
"I doubt anyone even knew this place existed, except for the people who worked here."
"And we know what happened to them.  But why is the lobby so immaculate?"
"I'm sure Carton sent them home at the first signs of Infection.  He was better equipped to recognize them than others," Frank said, his voice a dry, bitter rind between them.
"But he said he watched them from the lab for a week before fleeing."
"I imagine there were great crowds of people both sick and well moving on the road past here.  Some of them were bound to wander by here.  Some probably knocked on this door for help.  And he just watched them get killed."  Frank's mouth had tightened and she could see the edge of his jaw pulse as he ground his teeth.  "Come on, Nella, let's get this over with, this place gives me the creeps."
He stepped behind the reception desk and finding an empty shelf, stowed the pack.  He kept the pistol and handed the lantern to Nella.
"Is it okay if you carry that?" he asked.
"Yes, I'm fine."  She held up the pale light and it made a pitifully small circle in the large lobby. "Frank, maybe we should find someplace to sleep and go over the whole place in the morning.  We could miss something in the dark.  And I didn't see anywhere else since we left the farmhouse."
Frank frowned.  "I know it's not ideal," she said, "and I don't want to stay overnight anymore than you do, but I don't really see any alternative.  And I'm exhausted."  
"Okay," he agreed, "but first we take precautions."  He picked up a lobby chair and wedged it in the rotating door so that it couldn't move at all.  "Let's see if we can find a first aid station and change your bandages.  Maybe we'll even find antibiotics."
They made their way across the dark lobby and down a glassed in hallway.  Nella tried nervously to block the lantern on one side with her body until she remembered that the glass was one way.  Still, when they reached the first floor offices she felt somewhat more secure.  The silence made Nella want to hold her breath.  They tried each door along the hall, finding only desk after empty desk.  
"There may not be a first aid station on this level," Nella whispered, "They may be on the lab floors."
"In a place this big you'd think there would be something on each level- surely a security office or something.  They wouldn't have left something like this unguarded.  Even my tiny law firm had a security office."
They had almost reached the end of the corridor, where it branched off to the right and Nella caught a flicker of blue out of the corner of her eye.  She froze and switched the lantern off with one finger.
"Nella, what-" started Frank.  She shook her head and he was quiet.  There was another flicker, like the flashing reflection of water.  Nella looked down the side hallway.  It was a slim tube of night, blank, unmoving, dead.  Every door was closed except the last.  Blue and gray light burst and receded across that corner of the hallway.  There was no sound, just the moving flashes.  Frank gently pushed past her, one long arm pulling her protectively behind his slim frame, the other holding the pistol.  They were slow, as if it were a dream, a nightmare of endless swimming.  Nella held the lantern in her aching right arm and let the fingers of her left hand brush one wall so she wouldn't fall if she tripped on something unseen.  
The flashes made the darkness worse.  Her eyes couldn't adjust.  She felt sweat pool in the inside of her elbow and at her neck. 
There was a loud screech and Nella's knees locked, cramping almost instantly.  She saw Frank straighten and freeze for a few seconds.  It's an office chair, she realized, someone stretching in an old swivel office chair.  
Frank started forward again and she tried not to stumble as she took an extra few steps to catch up with him.  They were only halfway down the hall.  
She had time to wonder what he was going to do if it was someone dangerous.  Was he really ready to fire the gun?  He hadn't been last time.  She felt a twisting thread of pain spiral down her arm, as if it were being bitten all over again.  She wished it were she carrying the weapon.  But a wave of shame burnt away the oily fear that clung to her.  He was trying to protect her.  He had protected her yesterday, even if it was a little late.  
They neared the door and Frank pressed her gently against the wall and out of sight.  He swung the door open and stood in the frame.  Nella shut her eyes, bracing herself for the gunshot.  At the same time she made a fervent wish that he wouldn't be forced to use it.
"Dr. Schneider?" he asked, his voice panicked and unbelieving.
"Who are you?  How do you know me?  Are you here from the government?" The woman's voice sounded tired and there was another screech as she stood up from the office chair.
"No- well, yes, but we're not here for the reason you think," said Frank, lowering the gun.
"We?"
Nella stepped into the fluttering blue light.  "Dr. Schneider, you have no idea how relieved we are to find you here."
 



Gerta Schneider
 
 
Gerta Schneider was far more worn and disheveled than the image Nella remembered from Dr. Pazzo's video.  The light from the television screen only added extra shadows to her eye sockets and cheeks.  She was surprised Frank had recognized the woman at all.  Nella wasn't sure she would have.
"If you're here to bring me in for the trial, you'll have to wait.  I'm doing something far more important.  I promise I won't try to flee, and I'll come without giving you trouble if you just let me have a little more time."  Dr. Schneider glanced first at Nella and then Frank.  Her shoulders hunched like a cornered animal ready to spring away.
Nella and Frank exchanged a look and Nella took a step forward.  "We know why you're here Dr. Schneider.  Dr. Carton told us you came back to find the more powerful strain of the Recharge bacteria.  We just want to make sure it was destroyed."
Dr. Schneider sank back into the squealing office chair.  "So the world knows then.  Are you military?  No- no you're Robert's attorney aren't you?"
"Frank Courtlen, yes I'm Robert Pazzo's lawyer.  But besides the three of us, very few people know about the bacteria.  We came to make sure it's destroyed before it can be released or cause a panic.  We don't have much time before the military shows up though."
"And who are you?" she said, turning toward Nella.
"Nella Rider, the court psychiatrist."
"How did you get caught up in all this?"
"Dr. Pazzo gave us some recordings from your lab."
Dr. Schneider smiled grimly.  "I ought to have guessed.  Well, Dr. Rider, Mr. Courtlen, it would seem we are all far too late.  Someone, or several someones have already been through here.  Whoever it was broke into the lab vault.  The only thing they took was the Recharge vial."  She waved her hand toward the security monitors, "I've been looking for a clue in the security camera footage.  Unfortunately, some time ago the solar panels for the generator were obstructed by leaves and dirt from storms, so the coverage is intermittent at best.  I cleaned them off over a month ago, but if you are thinking of turning on the lights, I'd reconsider.  There is still at least one herd of Infected wandering nearby, not to mention the Looters."
"We know," Nella said grimly.
"How far have you watched?" asked Frank.
"I've gone back four years now.  So far only a scavenging team and a few herds of Infected have even shown up on the screen.  Only the scavenging team entered, it might have been them, but they left with medical supplies over six months ago.  If they had the bacteria, why hasn't it hit yet?  Besides, the other samples in the vault are beginning to denature.  Some of it would have died within months, but the freeze dried samples should be good for years.  I think the vault has been open for a very long time."
"Was the Recharge bacteria freeze dried?  Could it still be infectious?"  Nella almost choked on the question.
"The samples we were working with were frozen but we had two backup vials freeze dried.  They are all missing.  The freeze dried vials could be good for a decade or more."  Dr. Schneider rubbed her eyes with the heel of one hand.  "What's worse is that the vials are small and require no special equipment.  They could be anywhere, with anyone.  Except here, where they are supposed to be." She sighed.  
"We'll help you," said Nella, "we'll figure out who has them, we have to.  But I'm badly hurt and need rest.  Frank does too, and you look like you haven't slept in months.  Is there an infirmary here or a first aid station?  Can we sleep tonight and go over everything in the morning?"
Dr. Schneider shrugged.  "Why not?  It's been eight years, what's one more day?  I can't look at this anymore today any way.  Come on, I made one of the executive offices pretty comfortable when I came back.  We can at least turn on the lights up there."
Dr. Schneider flipped off the monitor and the room was clotted darkness. 
"Nella, the lamp,"  Frank's voice was low but anger writhed beneath it.  Nella turned the lantern back on.  Frank had raised the pistol toward Dr. Schneider again.  Nella was startled but Dr. Schneider just looked exhausted, worn through like an old shoe.
"Let me make something clear Dr. Schneider," Frank's words were bitten off and Nella was frightened to see that his hands no longer shook around the gun grip.
"We know you were the one who persuaded Ann Connelly to infect herself and then let her wander out into the public carrying the germ.  We know you stole a sample from your own partner in order to develop a bacteria completely impervious to any antibiotic, before you even finished testing the weaker version and against the strenuous objection of Robert Pazzo.  You may not be solely responsible for what happened, but you bear the lion's share.
"We are not your friends.  You are going to be returned to the City for trial in a few days, whether or not we find the stolen sample.  Nothing good has ever come from you.  Your entire existence has caused nothing but misery and death.  Even the Cure did more harm than good in most cases.  I don't believe anything good can come from you.  But this is a chance to prevent more devastation from clinging to you."
Dr. Schneider's exhausted expression didn't change. "I'm not going to try escaping Mr. Courtlen.  I know Robert probably painted me as a villain, but none of what I did before the Plague, or since, was ever motivated by any evil intent."
"Just greed," Frank sneered.
"Please," interrupted Nella gently, "can we find somewhere to rest instead of arguing?"  She wasn't really as exhausted as she let on, but she thought it was the best way to defuse the situation before someone got shot.  
It had the desired effect, Frank immediately lowered the gun and came to her aid.  Dr. Schneider moved toward the hallway.  "This way," she said, "Try not to hold the lantern too high.  The windows may be tinted but even the smallest light shining through will look like a lighthouse beacon these days."
Nella leaned on Frank to prevent him from becoming agitated again and they started down the hallway.  "What made you come here now, Dr. Schneider?" she asked, "After all these years, why now?"
Dr. Schneider's voice floated coolly over her. "I thought the bacteria was safe here.  Dr. Carton used his position to keep tabs on where the scavenging teams were going and this place was untouched.  I always meant to get back here to destroy it, but something always prevented me.  After a few years I just let it go and didn't think about it very often.  No one was going to dig up this place or any like it.  It's just an office building to anyone who didn't know what it was.  Not exactly a high value looting target.  And if they did come here, why would they take anything from the vault?  The warning signs alone would scare the pants off the average Looter.  But then I got a report that the scavenging scouts had been here and that the vault was lying open when they arrived.  
"Only someone that wanted to destroy what was left of humanity would let the most dangerous diseases in the world thaw out of deep freeze to infect the next unlucky person to walk by.  Thankfully, the frozen ones denatured long ago, before anyone could be infected.  And the freeze dried ones are in a stable state, they won't infect anyone without being properly prepared.  But I came anyway, to see if the Recharge Bacteria was safe, to destroy all the remaining viable samples of anything left in the vault.  And when I found the Recharge samples missing, I decided to stay and try to figure out who took them."
Dr. Schneider pressed an elevator button.  Nella had a strange sense of disorientation when the doors slid smoothly open to a brightly lit interior.  They took the elevator to the executive floor.
"You said freeze dried samples need to be properly prepared- what would a person need to do that?"  Frank was calm, but Nella could feel goosebumps rise on his arms and he tensed as he asked the question.
Dr. Schneider looked suspiciously at them for a few seconds.  The elevator doors slid open with an alarming chime.  The next hallway was just as dark.  "Whoever has the bacteria would have to know what they are doing.  Ideally, you'd open a freeze dried vial in a sterile environment and then basically drop the sample into a nutrient rich broth and let it incubate for a few hours or days.  But it wouldn't really take that much to recreate those conditions.  Someone with access to bleach, alcohol or even vinegar can sterilize both the vial and an area to work.  A good beef broth and some plain gelatin would do the rest.  As long as the sample wasn't exposed to the elements, it would be viable even in a cool area within a few days.  We aren't talking major surgery here."
Dr. Schneider opened a smooth wooden door and flicked on a light switch.  Nella and Frank hurried in and shut the door.  The windows in the large room were all covered with black garbage bags and a giant executive's desk was shoved against one wall.  The rest of the room was relatively bare.
 



Something Frank Knew
 
 
"There's an executive bathroom attached.  I brought up all the first aid kits I could find, just in case.  You are welcome to use them.  Do you mind if I take a look?"  Dr. Schneider approached Nella and lifted the edge of her shirt without waiting for an answer.  
"Uh- sure," said Nella, beginning to ease her way out of the sling and her sweater with Frank's help.  She didn't want to look at the wound, afraid it would be worse than what she imagined, but she couldn't ignore Dr. Schneider's sharp intake of breath when the bandages were removed.  Nella looked at Frank instead of Dr. Schneider.  Instead of smiling reassuringly at her, he had gone very pale and tightened his arm around her waist.  
"Let's put her down on the sleeping bags,"  Dr. Schneider said, "I've got some tetracycline from the labs.  It should work if she has a staph infection, which is the most probable.  It was a bite wasn't it?" 
"Yes," said Frank as he eased Nella down onto the pile of sleeping bags in the center of the room, "But the guy was- well he was basically rotting from the inside out."
Frank followed Dr. Schneider toward the bathroom.  "Did you sterilize the needle?" Dr. Schneider was asking as they walked out of earshot.  Nella pictured Frank rolling his eyes and smiled in spite of her worry.  At least they were working together.  She sank back into the blankets, wishing for dose of aspirin.  Who knew it would take more than the end of the world to turn me into a drug addict, she thought with a wry smile, or that aspirin would be my drug of choice?  Just as the bite on my hand gets better . . .  She tried to turn her thoughts away from her wounds as she waited for Frank and Dr. Schneider to return.  
Dr. Schneider seemed to think it would be easy to revive the bacteria, but Nella realized very few people would still have access to beef.  Bleach or vinegar, maybe, alcohol was practically it's own currency these days.  Who would have access to cows though?  The military still raised and butchered them, the Farm raised a few, mostly for milk products though.  When a bull was killed it was like a festival in the City though.  Everyone got some, but it was barely a scrap.  But Dr. Schneider had said just broth.  And gelatin.  Gelatin was from the bones wasn't it?  Those would be less in demand, but someone would still have to wait around for the cow to be killed.  And then know the right person to ask.  Nella didn't know very many people that were able to keep cows.  She'd seen a lot of chicken coops in the City, but those were easy.  In fact Chris and Sevita had a few and Nella contributed her table scraps to keep them going.  A cow required a lot more land.  Those that lived on the outskirts maybe?  Nella shook her head.  This was the wrong way to go about it.  She'd never expected to have to think like a detective and she kept starting at the wrong spots.  
The real key would finding out who knew about the Recharge bacteria.  Who knew about it and who would want to use it?  Or did anyone want to use it?  Maybe someone knew about it and wanted it destroyed.  Why wouldn't they have simply stepped forward and said so?  Well, Nella admitted, they hadn't exactly been shouting from the rooftops about the Recharge bacteria.  Maybe whoever it was didn't know anyone had found out.  Maybe they were involved with creating it.  Nella sighed. It all came back to who knew about the bacteria in the first place.  Until she answered that, nothing else was certain.  Frank came back from the bathroom and Nella saw Dr. Schneider setting several supplies on the large desk.
"What are you going to do to me?" she asked Frank with a nervous laugh.  He didn't return her smile but looked grim.
"Do you think you can manage a shower if I help?" he asked.
"Of course.  There's a shower here?"
Frank helped her up.  "Executive bathroom with all the bells and whistles."  
"I would have killed for an office like this back in the day," Nella said.  Frank finally grinned.
"Back in the day when you were still a lowly student intern?" he said.  Nella laughed.  They walked to the bathroom.  
"I can probably do this myself," she said softly so that Dr. Schneider wouldn't overhear.  Frank hesitated.  "Don't be disappointed," she laughed, "this is not going to be attractive."
Frank blushed and smiled.  "It's not that," he said, his tone turned serious, "Dr. Schneider thinks you have a fever and with the blood you've already lost, you might faint if you get in the hot water."
"There's hot water?" Nella said, distracted from her embarrassment for a moment.
"Yeah, the solar cells were meant for the whole building to run on.  One tank of hot water isn't going to touch it."  Frank shut the door.  "I can sit with my back to the shower if you want."
Nella shook her head.  "No, that's okay.  I'm not entirely sure how well I can clean it out by myself anyway."  She forced herself to look at her shoulder.  It had formed a soft, dark scab, but the skin around the wound glowed and baked.  It wasn't as horrific as she'd been expecting.  She looked in the mirror, gingerly touching the deep red gouge that ran from the bottom of her breast to her hip.  She was relieved that it was only slightly sore and not crawling with heat like her shoulder.
"You'll forget it's there after a while," Frank said from behind her, "and at least it's not on your face so casual observers won't remind you constantly."
A pang of shame struck Nella.  "I wasn't thinking of the scar.  I'm just glad that scrape is clean."  
He lifted the hair from her shoulder and away from her wound.  He kissed the base of her neck just outside the hot puffy ring of her wound.  "Nella, I'm so sorry.  I should have-"
She turned around to face him and held his bristly chin in her hands.  "There wasn't anything you could do. We both knew what might happen.  I got off pretty lightly considering. You didn't do this to me."
"I should have made you stay at the farm. You were so weak.  And now I've made you even sicker."
"I'll be okay.  You got everything out," she shuddered, "and if we clean it now, I should start to get better."  She let him go and he stepped slightly back.  He laid the gun beside her on the counter.  He turned and locked the door.  She watched him in the mirror as he stopped and stared at the doorknob.  
"What is it?"
He shook his head but kept staring at the knob.
"What's wrong Frank?"
He looked at her, his face stricken with shock.  "I can't tell you."
"What? Why?"
"I just can't.  I'm sorry.  Ask me later, when- when everything is over.  Ask me anything then Nella, but I can't tell you now."
Frank collapsed onto the toilet lid, limbs folding like a marionette that had been cast away.  He squeezed his head in his hands. "This is insane.  What are we doing here?" He looked up at her as if she had some kind of answer for him.
"Trying to save what's left of the world."
"Right.  A psychiatrist and a lawyer.  The stuff of legends."
"Hey," she said crossing the room toward him, "We made it this far, didn't we?"  She stopped in front of him and touched his shoulder.  He pressed a hand on her stomach, touching the edge of the scratch gently.
"Yes.  We got here.  But I ruined you.  And what did we come all this way for after all anyway?"  Frank stared past her at the door again.  Nella laughed to cover her confusion.
"I'm not ruined."  She turned his face away from the door and back toward her, "And you didn't cause any of this."
What had he noticed?  She glanced at the doorknob but didn't dare to stare.  She scraped the backs of her nails against his stubble.  "This must be itchy," she smiled trying to refocus him.  His smile was automatic and it never reached wherever his eyes had gone.  Nella sighed and stepped back.  She turned on the shower.  The hiss of the water snapped him free of his thoughts.  Nella fumbled with her bra for an achy, frustrating moment and then felt his long fingers brushing her hair from her neck and unsnapping the clasps.
"You never will ask for help, will you?"
She didn't answer, but stepped out of the large jeans and then her underwear without looking behind her.  She stood quietly so that she could hear he thud of his heavy shoes, first one and then another hitting the floor.  His belt clicked and jangled and then the soft ripple of clothes falling away.  She looked at the shower and tried not to feel the ache in her shoulder.
"Well?" he said, "Are you going to get in?"
Nella took a deep breath.  "This is really going to hurt."
"Dr. Schneider said she had a little bit of morphine if you needed-"
Nella whirled around in alarm.  "Frank, promise you won't let her inject me with anything.  I don't know her.  I don't trust her."
"That's what I thought you would say."
"I can't believe you are leaving her out there unguarded after that speech downstairs."
Frank's smile vanished.  "Where is she going to go?  It's pitch black and there are Infected and Looters in every direction.  Besides, I don't really much care whether she really goes back for trial or not."
"You don't?  Why not?"
"No, I don't.  The way I see it, she's never going to live happily ever after.  Even if she escaped, she would be living out here, in constant fear and danger, without allies, without a safe haven.  A lifetime of that is enough punishment even for my worst enemy."  
"Then why tell her we are taking her back?"
"Because the world needs her to go on trial. They need some sort of justice for the people involved in this."
Nella frowned.  "You mean the world needs vengeance.  Not justice."
"If you like that word better.  I guess, yeah, the world needs some kind of revenge for what it has lost.  Because there isn't justice enough for what's been done to us.  By us.  It always seems to go that way, after bad times."
"But this was an accident at worst, not a planned attempt to wipe out the world.  Why her and not Dr. Pazzo?  Why her and not Ann?  After all Ann was a willing patient zero.  Who gets to decide?"
He put a hand on her hip.  "Nella,  I'm no longer sure that it was an accident.  I'm not so sure that whatever happens next wasn't planned before either of us got involved."
"What are you talking about?"
"Never mind, get in before the water turns cold, you're covered in goosebumps."
Nella realized she was looking at him without meaning to.  She blushed and stepped into the shower.  The water was too heavy, like thousands of flaming hail stones smashing into her bruised skin.  The pain was so intense for a moment that she thought she would vomit, but then Frank was standing in front of her, holding her against his still-cool skin.  "It's okay," he kept saying in a voice she felt, rather than heard, rattle in his chest.  She didn't know why he kept saying it until the wave of nausea passed and she heard her own voice sobbing and felt her legs shaking underneath her.  Her skin gradually stopped screaming as if she'd been peeled down to the raw nerves and the water started to feel softer and more natural.
"I'm sorry," she said at last, "You must think I'm such a coward.  I can't handle even one bite and you had a dozen.  I can't imagine dying this way, devoured alive." She shut her eyes and shuddered.
"I don't think you're a coward.  It was excruciating and I was only bitten by a small boy.  You had a piece torn off by a full grown man."  She felt him catch a sob and hold it back, but his voice was thick, clotted, when he began again.  "I try not to think about what it must be like to die that way either.  I can't forget how sad and frightened Sarah looked as I leapt at her.  I think of it every day."
She pulled back from him and looked up at him.  "Frank, I'm so sorry.  I should have thought before I opened my mouth."
Frank shook his head and pushed a strand of wet hair off of her face.  "Don't be sorry.  I'm glad you can forget that detail about me, even if it's only for a moment.  It's more than I deserve and I'm grateful there is someone in the world who doesn't immediately and perpetually think of me as a monster."  He reached past her for the soap, quietly clearing his throat.  "Real soap.  Are you ready?"
It wasn't as bad as she had expected, now that the initial shock of the water had worn off.  She was sore, but clean, feeling hollowed out and left to dry in the sun.  The heat of the water soon made her dizzy and another wave of nausea passed over her, forcing them out of the warm bathroom.  The cool, dry air of the exterior office was a relief, though Frank still had to help her sit beside the large desk.  Dr. Schneider looked grim, but she was relatively gentle.
"You know," she said as she inspected the stitches in Nella's shoulder, "The Recharge bacteria was never meant to harm anyone.  I don't know if Dr. Pazzo ever told you that.  It was meant to help.  It was supposed to change everything for the better."
"But you didn't follow normal procedures.  Ones that were set up to avoid disaster like this," Nella said gently.
"It wasn't stubbornness or greed that made me speed up testing," Dr. Schneider snapped.  "All the primary tests were exactly, exactly as predicted.  Robert assured me there was nothing abnormal at all.  This method was supposed to help people.  It was supposed to help police and medical aid workers and firemen make it safely through crises. No more injuries due to fatigue or slow thinking.  No more lives lost because of careless mistakes due to overworked specialists.  It was supposed to help lift depression and alleviate all the ills stemming from exhaustion, stress and trauma.  All without drugs.  No risk of abuse or addiction.  Very low cost, much lower than other treatments.  Can you imagine the changes in society when everyone, down to the poorest could be treated for mental illness?  Can you imagine the happier, healthier, perhaps even less violent place it could have been?  This was something we needed immediately.  The world was tearing itself apart and this bacteria faced years, decades even, of further testing and verification.  It would have been lunacy not to test a more powerful strain at the same time."
Nella drew in a hissing breath as Dr. Schneider became more vigorous in applying antibiotic cream onto her shoulder.  Frank grabbed Dr. Schneider's wrist to stop her and the doctor looked up.  "Sorry," she said, "surely you can see why I'd want to move the testing along?  People needed this technology as soon as we could produce it.  Not ten years later.  You must understand how beneficial it was supposed to be.  It was going to change medicine forever."
"It did, Dr. Schneider.  Here we all are, almost a decade later, and I'm in danger of dying from an infection which would have meant a simple trip to the pharmacy before.  Medicine has changed.  It's been set back by a century.  Maybe forever."  
"Not just medicine," Frank broke in, "Civilization, in fact.  Our grandparents had easier lives than our children will.  Than our grandchildren will."
Dr. Schneider unrolled a gauze bandage around Nella's arm.  "I hardly think that's a fair judgment," she said quietly, "I did do my best to fix it."
Nella sighed.  "It's not us you have to convince, though I can't say you are even doing that.  Help us find the lost samples and maybe the world will find you more persuasive."
Frank's color rose and he glanced toward the bathroom door again.  It was so quick that Nella barely saw it.  Dr. Schneider taped the end of the bandage down and cleared away the first aid kit, walking away from them.  Frank leaned against the large desk and watched Dr. Schneider.  Nella watched him.
"You know where it is." Nella was shocked to realize it.
Frank looked shaken and she could see small points of sweat glittering on his head.  "No!" he said loudly and then lowered his voice to a whisper, bending toward her.  "I swear Nella, if I did then I'd tell you.  I'd tell everyone, consequences be damned."
"Then you guess."
"Not even that."  He glanced at Dr. Schneider to be sure she wasn't watching them.  "I promise, the moment I know something, anything for sure, then I will tell you.  My hunches though, would only do harm." 
He leaned back as Dr. Schneider returned.  She handed Nella a pill bottle.  "These will help with the pain.  No more than two at a time."
"That's my cue," said Frank grabbing the lantern, "I'll be right back with the pack."
Dr. Schneider looked nervous as Frank left the room.  Nella was too exhausted to wonder why.  She dry swallowed a pill and winced at the bitter powder it left on her tongue.  She thought about slipping the sling back over her neck so that she wouldn't move her shoulder in her sleep.  But then her elbow creaked and cramped in protest and she decided against it.  Dr. Schneider had already slipped into her sleeping bag and was facing the empty wall.  Assured that no one would interrupt her thoughts for a moment, Nella looked back at the bathroom door.  What was so important about it?  It was just a door.  It wasn't special in any way, and she racked her brain trying to think if they had seen an identical one any where.  No memories were triggered.  It was just a door.  But that wasn't right.  He hadn't been looking at the door.  He had been staring at the doorknob.  Nella stood up.  She took a few steps toward the bathroom when she heard the elevator chime down the quiet hall.  Her limbs tensed as a painful jolt of adrenaline shot through her.  It's only Frank, of course, she thought, but she retreated to the seat by the desk again, still puzzled. 
"Fresh clothes," Frank said with a grin as he walked through the door.  
"Bed," Nella said with a smile.  Her limbs felt like giant kelp floating in a current and there was a buzzing tingle behind her eyes.  She wasn't sure if it was fatigue or the drugs.  She let Frank help her dress in something clean and then crawled under the sleeping bag.  She managed to wait until he was lying beside her, his hand curled around hers, before she fell down the smooth grey well in her mind.  
 



The Vault
 
 
The windows were blocked, so Nella had no idea whether it was day or night when she woke, but she sat up with only one idea in her head.  It wasn't the door Frank had been fascinated with.  It wasn't the doorknob either.  It was the lock.  But why?  Nella looked around her.  Both Frank and Dr. Schneider were still asleep.  She thought about taking another painkiller to stop the gnawing grind in her shoulder, but the idea that Frank was bothered by the lock had grown enormous in her mind.  Something important hovered just beyond her groggy thoughts.  If she could concentrate, she knew she could find out what it was.  She had the overwhelming feeling it was something she ought to know.
Nella fumbled in the dark for the lantern.  She switched it on, blocking the light with her body and slipped out of the quiet office.  The hall and the world outside were pale gray with early morning light.  She switched off the lantern and left it just outside the door.  For a moment she was at a loss.  What was she doing?  She decided to go to the vault.  If anything in this place had to do with a lock, it must be there.  She was no detective, but she had an undeniable urge to see it for herself, to see if there were any clues about who had been there before her.  She walked down the hallway toward the elevator.  When she got to the smooth little panel with the call button, she began to feel distinctly creepy.  What if she called the elevator and it arrived with someone already inside?  She told herself not to be ridiculous, but once she had imagined it, there was no shaking the idea.  She became more and more certain that if she called it, there would definitely be someone inside.  Would it be a decomposing corpse simply jumbled like an abandoned marionette against the back wall?  Or a Looter armed to the teeth and ready to grab whatever, whomever he wanted?  Or just an Infected, mad and starving, stretched hide over the empty drum of its ribs, all jaw and talon?  Nella backed away from the elevator doors almost without realizing it.  She decided to look for the stairs instead.
The stairs were almost worse.  With a slim window every other floor, the weak morning light was barely a glow against the concrete floor.  Every step Nella took was echoed three times in the small stairwell so that it sounded like there were a crowd running after her.  She forced herself to keep climbing, more from shame at letting the idea of the elevator defeat her, than in any real desire to get to the vault alone.  Nella was grateful that it was only one floor.  She had to rest a the top, sitting on the last step in front of the stairwell door.  Her shoulder pounded and her breath was harsh and loud in the stairwell.  She worried briefly at her body's weakness, wondering if the infection in her arm might truly kill her.  She'd been exaggerating the night before, trying to drive a point home with Dr. Schneider, but now it hit her as true.  The drugs to help her were simple.  Simple enough that they were still being reproduced in a rudimentary way, but not for public consumption.  Not for an affordable price, anyway.  Nella sighed, startling herself with the echoes.  Her body was just going to have to shake off the infection by itself.  And climbing stairs when it was unnecessary wasn't going to help her do that.  She stood up and opened the staircase door.
She felt tiny ants of unease creep over her skin as she faced a rounded silver door surrounded by contamination instructions and biohazard warnings in bright yellow and black, like hornets descending upon her.  The door, which was supposed to be failsafe, airtight, unbreachable, was propped open with what looked like an old shoe.  Nella felt a dryness creep from a patch in the back of her throat until it filled her chest with desert sand.  Don't be stupid, she told herself, those doors haven't been necessary for years.  Dr. Schneider, the scavenger scouts and whoever took the sample have all been inside and they are fine.  Still, she couldn't argue the instinctual dread she had of entering.  It was so palpable that Nella could imagine the smell of infection, could almost convince herself that she smelled a slight sourness, like fruit turning or like the clinging scent where roadkill once died, years before.  She knew infection didn't have a smell, but she almost smelled it anyway.  She thought if she moved her head just right, she'd catch a whiff in the breeze her movement made.  She reminded herself again not to be ridiculous and walked through the airlock door.  
She was in a dark, tiny passageway.  She found the light switch and powerful overheads clicked on.  The small room was lined with benches and white plastic suits.  At the far end was a sink and another airlock door, again held open with a shoe.  The first one's mate.  Nella wondered why there were no alarms.  Wasn't there supposed to be an alarm when the airlocks weren't working correctly?  She passed through the door and turned on the next light.  The overheads competed with a small star of purple light sitting in the center of the room.  She tried not to look at it, afraid it would somehow harm her and passed through the next open door, this one held open by a silver instrument cart.  The drains in this room hinted that it was for decontamination showers, but nothing happened as Nella passed through, and she again wondered why none of the decontamination systems were working as intended.  Was it because the samples were all dead?  Or had they been disabled?  And if they were disabled, who had enough knowledge of lab procedure to know how to do that?  The airlock at the end of the shower room gaped open into a dark void.  She held her breath without even realizing it and stepped inside, fumbling for the light switch, but it did nothing when flipped.  She waited until her eyes adjusted to the dim, milky light seeping in through the high, dirty windows.
Nella immediately realized why no alarms were activated with the airlocks forced open.  Whoever had opened the vault had attempted to incinerate it.  She wondered how the rest of the floor, the rest of the building, actually, had avoided catching fire.  All of the surfaces were covered with soot.  The scavenger team and Dr. Schneider had left footprints in the thin layer of ash on the floor.  Beakers had melted into coin sized puddles of glass, now dark medallions fused with the lab tables.  Along the edges of the room were round vats, all hanging open like hell's buried treasure chests dug up.  Nothing else was recognizable.  Nella walked carefully over to one of the vats.  They had no soot inside and the glass vials seemed intact, which meant they must have been opened after the fire rather than before.  Except one.  She could see it in the gray light, its lid cracked and blackened.  She walked over to it.  She could only see into the top part of the cylinder, but it was enough.  The vials had melted in place, their rack holders surrounding a thin stem of collapsed glass.  Three empty slots were all that was left of the Recharge bacteria.
"I found it like this, except the other storage containers were closed."
Nella whirled around, startled by Dr. Schneider's voice.  She was relieved to see Frank standing by the door behind the doctor.  
"I tried to find out if it had been misclassified, or if the vials had been moved to another container."  Dr. Schneider peered into the closest container.  "I went through the records and surviving vials for all ten thousand samples.  One by one.  But the Recharge bacteria was gone.  That's when I started on the security tapes," she looked up at Nella, "which I recommend we get back to.  We only have a few days."
"Wait, Dr. Schneider.  You never said anything about a fire.  Aren't these labs designed to initiate a burn when there is a containment leak?"
"It's not automatic.  You wouldn't want someone burned alive in here.  There is a panel outside the next door and one in the security office downstairs in case of an accident.  The burn can be initiated from either place."
"But the power would have to be on, right?"
"Well, yes.  But the lab also has a back up generator. Besides, the entire building also has emergency power from the solar cells."
Nella walked toward the lab door.  She noticed Frank looked nervous and shot him a confused glance.  "How long was the backup generator designed to run?"
"Seventy two hours.  But right now it's on the solar energy."
"But those panels were not functioning when you got here, right?"
"Yes, they were luckily unbroken, but they were covered with leaves and sticks that had blown over them through the years.  Where is this all going?"
"When the main power went off, how long would it take to switch to the solar panels?"
"Dr. Carton said the solar panels were already working when he left the lab after the outbreak.  In fact, he said he had planned to stay here, but the solar panels couldn't handle the whole building's power and he was worried about lack of heat and running out of food.  That's why he left."
Frank stared intently at Nella.  At last he said, "I think we should watch the first security recordings.  Not work our way backwards."
"What?" asked Dr. Schneider, "Why?"
Nella turned to look at Dr. Schneider.  "When I was in medical school, we were required to learn biosafety procedures, regardless of our final professions.  Level four labs, which, I assume this is, are required to have the capability for a controlled burn of several hours in case of an accident.  That means a steady stream of fuel.  Which also means a steady source of power to control it.  The solar panels just aren't reliable enough.  Dr. Carton would already have drained the battery significantly after the main lines went out.  It had to be when the backup generators were triggered."
"Well, that wouldn't have been until the solar panels weren't creating enough power to sustain this lab."
"Right," said Frank, "the outbreak was in December, remember?  That's why it was so bad, because travel and public interaction was so much heavier than normal."
"I remember quite clearly, Mr. Courtlen.  As I said, Dr. Carton was worried about the heat-"
"Exactly," interrupted Frank, "And how much less would the solar panels have produced when they were covered with snow?  The backup generators must have kicked on within weeks, maybe days.  Certainly within the first year."
"Whoever did this covered their tracks with the fire.  And knew the control procedures were still in place and available for use."  Nella said it slowly, thinking it aloud rather than announcing it.  Frank looked downright ashen and seemed to sway like a tall tree in wind as she said it.  Dr. Schneider turned and ran from the lab.  Frank sprang after her.  Nella felt exhausted, the pain from her shoulder leaking into her side as well.  She thought about the stairs she'd have to take if she avoided the elevator again.
She stumbled out to the changing room and sat on the bench.  She disliked waiting for help, but she knew that Frank would be back soon, disappointed that the crucial footage was missing.  Nella already knew that a person didn't break into a level four lab, set a fire to cover their tracks and then smile at the camera.
She gently rubbed her sore shoulder, looking at the dead electrical panel near the airlock.  Whoever did this had to have both the entry code and know how to activate the emergency purge.  A lab employee?  Or maybe someone that was able to get into the security office?  It wouldn't have been hard with the building abandoned in the panic.  Nella closed her eyes, half dozing as she tried to think through who would have known about and wanted access to the Recharge bacteria.
Dr. Carton and Dr. Schneider were both obvious choices.  They both knew the building procedures for the lab.  They both knew about the bacteria, and they, more than anyone else except Dr. Pazzo, perhaps, would want to keep it secret.  Without the samples and documentation, no one would ever be able to prove that they had caused the epidemic.  That, in essence, was what Dr. Schneider was doing here now.  But someone else had beaten both Schneider and Carton to it.  And that person hadn't destroyed the samples, just taken them away.  What were they planning on doing with them?  Why do nothing for almost a decade?
The only other people that knew about the existence of the resistant strain were Dr. Pazzo and Ann Connelly, at least, as far as Nella knew.  If the samples had been taken in order to blackmail one of the scientists, then the thief would have had to ensure that Ann and Dr. Pazzo survived in order to be witnesses.  Nella opened her eyes.  Whoever had taken care of Dr. Pazzo and Ann also stole the Recharge samples.  She shook her head.  What were they waiting for?  The trial had already started without Dr. Carton and without Dr. Schneider.  The time to come forward or to get what they wanted had already come.  Maybe it wasn't blackmail.
Revenge?  That seemed more likely to Nella.  She had met many, many people who wanted revenge for what had happened.  For what each person had faced, for what they had to do, even now, to survive.  She had even met people so miserable and full of anger that they'd take the rest of the world with them by releasing the bacteria if it meant vengeance.  She sighed as she realized that maybe even Frank had been that angry once.  That maybe even she had been that angry once.
But then why keep Ann and Dr. Pazzo alive?  They were readily available scapegoats.   Nella looked back toward the seared lab.  This had happened quickly.  Too quickly after the outbreak for some elaborate plot of revenge.  It was too fast.  Who would have known that these particular people were responsible?  It took the military years to figure it out.  No one could know that fast.  Unless Dr. Carton were lying about where he was after the outbreak.  Or someone else was.
Nella was too tired to keep wearing out the circular path in her brain.  She felt a buzzing behind her eyes and the heat from her shoulder was overwhelming.  She closed her eyes.



Sick
 
 
Nella woke with a gasp as cool water hit her face.  "Wake up Nella, please wake up."  Frank was hovering over her.
"Is it the Infected?  I don't think I can get to the farm house."  It sounded wrong in her ears.  As if she'd already said it.
"No Infected, we're safe.  In the lab, remember?"
Nella tried to turn her head to see but she became dizzy and she shut her eyes again.  The cool water splashed her again.  She shivered.
"You have to do something!" She heard Frank yelling at someone.  He was so angry. 
"There's nothing I can do.  She's got a massive dose of antibiotics already."  The woman's voice was nasty and cold.  
Nella opened her eyes again.  "What do you want me to do, Frank?" Her voice was dry and her throat felt as if it held the sun.  He bent over her again.  "You don't need to do anything.  Just rest."  He passed a wet cloth over her face.  She felt her shirt being unbuttoned and he pressed the cold cloth against her chest.  She shivered again.
"It's too cold," the woman's voice floated over them again.  Nella tried to remember whose it was but she couldn't.  "If you make her shiver her temperature will only go up more.  You need to put her in a warm bath."
"Is there a bath here somewhere?"
"Down on the clinical floors.  There are a few patient rooms.  I don't know if the water runs anymore."
The world tilted as Frank lifted her.  "Let's go."  Nella looked up at his face.  It was pinched and menacing.  
"Don't be mad, Frank," she said.
He looked down at her and brushed the sweaty hair from her forehead.  "I'm not mad at you Nella."  The world lurched as he walked toward the elevator.  Nella tried not to vomit.  She heard the elevator chime.  
"Not there," she whispered, "not there, the dead people will get you."  She drifted off again into a thick drowze.
Water crawled under her legs and Nella woke up again in a dusty tub. 
"We have to turn the lights off," hissed the woman's voice.  Nella forced herself to focus.  Dr. Schneider looked even more wild and angry than yesterday.  "The Infected or the Looters will see."
"Shut up.  If you're that worried go find some blankets to cover the windows.  Otherwise stay out of my way.  You already told me there's nothing else you can do."  Nella tilted her head back and saw Frank kneeling by her shoulder.  Dr. Schneider slammed the door on her way out.  Frank looked down and saw she was awake.  He smiled and held up a white cup.  "Can you drink something for me?"  He tilted the cup toward her before she could answer.  It was cool and soft on her throat.  The bath water was warm and pooling around her lower back.  She vomited up the mouthful of water he'd just given her.
"Sorry," she said.
He wiped her mouth with the cool cloth.  "It's okay.  We'll try again in a minute."
"Why are we here?"
Frank stroked her hair and she let her cheek cool on the dusty porcelain.  "I have to cool you down.  Your shoulder is infected very badly and you have a bad fever."
"Is there a tooth in there?" she asked and immediately knew that was wrong.
She saw a tear roll down Frank's long cheek.  "No, the tooth is gone.  I took it out, remember?"
"Don't cry.  I'll try to drink again."
He held the cup for her.  She swallowed a little and it stayed.  Frank shut the water off.  He splashed her stomach and chest with the warm water.
She closed her eyes for what seemed like a moment.  When she opened them, she was back on the sleeping bag and Frank was pacing the room.  She didn't see Dr. Schneider.  She was half lucid and sweating through the fabric underneath her.
"Did you find it?" she said, still not understanding why Frank was so worried.
He sat down beside her and pressed the damp cloth to her neck.  "Find what?" he said.
"The lock.  No the key.  Dr. Pazzo's key.  Or was it Dr. Schneider's?  No.  She broke out."
Frank went pale.  "Nella, are you really awake?"
"Yes, I think so.  I'm still confused."
He held up a cup and she swallowed some water.  "Tell me what to do.  I'm not a doctor and Schneider won't help.  What do I do?"
Nella tried to think.  She was so hot.  "About the fever?" she guessed.
"Yes, what do I do?  You have antibiotics already.  We gave you another dose."
She tried to sit up but couldn't force herself up.  Her shoulder blazed with pain.  Frank caught her and held her up.  She took the cup from him and swallowed another mouthful.  Everything hurt, even her teeth.  She looked at his worried face.  "Nothing to do Frank.  It's old medicine, no good any more."
Frank shook his head.  "She said it should still work."
Nella shrugged and then winced in pain.  "Maybe it's not the right medicine.  The fever means my body is working.  It has to get the teeth out."  Nella shook her head.  "No, that's not right.  Take me to the shower.  It's too hot.  I have to cool down."
He looked doubtful but he lifted her up.  "Not the elevator.  There's Infected in the elevator," she said, fading.
She woke up in the shower.  He was holding her and the water was cool on her skin. "Don't die Nella," he was saying.
"Everything dies Frank." Her eyelids felt heavy and sore but she was truly aware this time. "It's okay.  The world will keep going."
"Mine won't."
She lifted her face with an immense effort.  "I love you," she said.
She felt a soft rumble in his chest as he laughed.  "Tell me again when you're better and I'll believe you."
She heard the water turn off and he wrapped her in a towel.  He carried her to the sleeping bag and she fell into a deep sleep where nothing chased her.
She woke up in the electric light of the office.  Frank was sleeping beside her.  She shifted to see if Dr. Schneider was there and Frank woke up. "How are you feeling?" he asked.
"How many days has it been?"
"Only two.  Don't worry.  We have time.  I should have made you stay at the farm house.  You need to rest."
She reached an aching, heavy arm to touch his face.  "So do you.  Go back to sleep." 
He turned and kissed her palm.  "No," he said, shaking his head, "Schneider said you need to eat if we're going to move you in the next few days.  Do you think you can?"
"I think so.  Will you go to sleep if I do?"
He sat up and rummaged through the pack.  "Only if you'll sleep some more too."  He found a can of beans.  Nella made a face.  "You need the protein," he said.
She smiled at him.  "Thank you for taking care of me," she said.
Frank blushed and cranked the can opener.



The Medical Revolution
 
 
It was almost laughably predictable.  Nella watched Frank and Dr. Schneider comb through the first tapes for the third time without comment.  She had tried to tell them that whoever set the fire in the vault must have had the security codes and it was unlikely that they'd left video footage of themselves behind.  But Dr. Schneider was convinced that whoever it was would have missed something.  There were so many power outages, that they couldn't tell when the cameras had been deliberately stopped and when the solar cells had been depleted.
Nella tried to use the time more wisely, attempting to engage Dr. Schneider in conversation, but the videos engrossed the doctor's attention.  Nella had to wait until late afternoon, when they were all exhausted, to get Dr. Schneider to concentrate.
Dr. Schneider sat slumped in her chair not bothering to watch the video feed that never changed, where only the light moved.  Frank had left, going back to the executive office to pack their gear in frustration.  Nella sat, quite forgotten by both, and she watched Dr. Schneider.  
"Who knew about the Recharge bacteria?"
"Huh?"  Dr. Schneider looked wearily around at Nella.
"I know you and Dr. Carton knew, as well as Ann and Dr. Pazzo, but who else knew?"
Dr. Schneider pinched the bridge of her nose as she thought.  "Well, if you mean the original version, the university administration had a vague overview of the project.  Our funding partners had a few more details, but the in depth lab work was solely up to Dr. Pazzo, Ann and myself.  I brought Dr. Carton in later.  If you mean who knew about the more powerful strain, then it was only the four of us.  Dr. Carton and myself didn't want any extra attention until the trials were done.  We were due to brief a team here on lab testing, but the outbreak happened first."
Nella watched her intently, allowing the reason for her secrecy to pass by unspoken.  "Do you think Dr. Carton was telling the truth about where he's been since the outbreak?"
Dr. Schneider looked up with a sudden twitch of her head.  Her eyes narrowed and her lips twisted into a nasty, secretive grin.  "What has Michael told you about where he's been and what he's done?  Not the real truth, surely?"
The question prowled between them.  Nella began to revise her opinion of Dr. Schneider almost without realizing it.  "He told me that he was in such fear for his life that he resorted to aping the Infected.  He told me he wandered for months that way until you found him and brought him back to the City."  She watched Dr. Schneider's grin sour slightly.  "He also told me that you made him- eliminate the evidence of your experimentation with the Cure until you got it right."  Nella felt her gorge rise, a painful stone scraping along her throat. 
The nasty grin was back.  Dr. Schneider leaned back in her seat.  "Well, Dr. Rider, food was scarce.  Waste not, want not, am I right?"  
Nella kept her face neutral with some effort.  "I thought you cared for Dr. Carton," she said in a casual tone.
"What does my relationship with Dr. Carton have to do with anything?"
"I think your relationships with all of your business associates are at the root of why we're here now.  After all, it was your suggestion that Ann expose herself during your testing phase was it not?  And your persuasion that convinced Dr. Carton to bypass procedure and steal a sample of the Recharge bacteria in order to work on a more powerful strain- against the express opinion of Dr. Pazzo.  And your extended absences from the lab was a brilliant use of passive-aggression. After all, the sleep deprivation of both Ann and Dr. Pazzo caused them to miss not only symptoms they might have caught earlier, but also your activities with Dr. Carton's lab."
"I thought you were supposed to be impartial.  I see Dr. Pazzo has persuaded you that I am the villain here.  Let me remind you that he and Ann were free to leave at any point, they weren't my slaves or captives.  I've explained to you that Dr. Pazzo assured me that the strain was safe, that all the experimental results were normal.  What does it matter if I persuaded Ann to progress the experiment at a slightly accelerated level?  What happened would have happened anyway."
"That argument may work in court with lay people, Dr. Schneider, but you and I both know that isn't true.  If the testing went as it ought to have gone, the human testers would have been isolated and observed.  The chances of an epidemic resulting from a controlled experiment would have been miniscule."
Dr. Schneider waved her hand dismissively.  "Why are we even arguing?  You've already decided that I'm guilty.  Let me remind you that I was the one that cured the disease.  What did Dr. Pazzo do?  Nothing.  He and Ann sat drooling in their monkey cages for months while I worked.  Dr. Carton was demented, little more than a garbage disposal system.  It was me. I cured all those people, without me, what's left of civilization wouldn't be here.  We'd all be dead or bestial.  It's because of me that society continues."
Nella laughed bitterly, her professional mask flaking off in the heat of her anger.  "Without you?  Without you the world would be just as it was a decade ago.  Without you, billions of people that are now dead would be living out their lives with their families.  No one would be haunted by what they had to do to survive or what they'd done when they weren't themselves.  You may have stopped the disease but you can't ever clean up the harm that you've done."
Dr. Schneider stood up, her dark eyes were empty holes in the pallor of her face.  "Does this conversation have a point?  You aren't my judge, I'm not here to justify myself to you."
"I was inclined to feel sorry for you before I met you.  I was convinced that you were simply a victim of circumstance.  I see now that I was wrong.  You created the circumstance for yourself.  I still might be sympathetic, except you, alone of all the people I've met Immune or Infected, you show no remorse at all.  The point of this conversation was to find out if Dr. Carton was telling the truth about where he'd been.  You've confirmed it rather callously, so I'll waste no more time on it.  What we're looking for isn't here and I don't think you know any more about it than you've already said.  The sooner we get back to the City and turn you over to the authorities, the better."
Nella began to get up and saw Frank watching them from the doorway.  "I couldn't agree more," he said grimly.  "Unfortunately, the sun is going down.  I don't want to risk walking at night in the open.  And Nella needs more sleep.  We'll have to stay one more night."
Dr. Schneider sneered at Frank.  "You walked here?  The court must not want me that badly after all.  We can take my car and get this over with.  I don't want to be around you people any longer than necessary."
Nella looked surprised and Dr. Schneider whirled around toward her.  "You underestimate me.  You may be able to dismiss the Cure, but I assure you, most of the world will not.  I've already retained the best attorney.  When I find the stolen samples, and I will, I'll be heralded as a savior."
Frank's voice was quiet but menacing.  "No one is ever going to believe you're a savior.  I'll make sure of that."
"You're both officers of the court.  You can't testify against me.  It's a breach of confidence for Dr. Rider and a conflict of interest for you."
"Dr. Carton can testify," said Nella quietly.  She stood up, ignoring Dr. Schneider's contempt for that suggestion.   She and Frank headed back to the executive office, leaving Dr. Schneider to fume by herself.  
"Sorry," Nella said into the silent elevator.
Frank smiled at her for the first time in what felt like days.  "What for?"
"I didn't want to create more tension, but I needed to find out if she or Dr. Carton were lying about where the samples are."
"They aren't here.  I don't think Dr. Schneider has any clue where they are."
The elevator doors opened and they walked slowly into the artificial dark of the boarded up office.  Frank flipped the light switch as the door closed behind them.  The smile had faded from his face and he looked as if he had swallowed something bitter.  "This was such a waste of a trip."  He turned toward her and gently untied the sling on her wounded arm.  She sighed with relief as her arm relaxed.  
"At least Dr. Schneider is going to be brought to trial," Nella said as he checked her bandages.  He scowled.
"Her karma would have gotten her in the end.  It still will.  She isn't worth you getting injured like this."
"What do we do now?"
Frank shook his head.  "I don't know.  What I don't get is why whoever has it has waited so long.  What are they waiting for?  Maybe the samples were destroyed after all."
"Frank, you don't know who has them do you?"
He sat down on the carpeted floor, hugging his long legs and staring off into space.  "I don't.  I realize you think I'm hiding something from you, and- well, I guess I am.  But I don't think it is very important and I don't think it has to do with the samples.  I've just got a hunch that something is off.  I'm not even sure what it is exactly."
"Then I guess we're back to figuring out what to do next."
"We need to tell Judge Hawkins that we haven't found anything.  I'm afraid that whoever has it has been waiting for this trial, or the verdict.  If that's the case we need to prepare everyone somehow."  He glanced up at her, "And you need to get some medical attention.  That's going to cause questions as it is."
"But if we warn people, then whoever has it may forget their plan and release the bacteria immediately."
"What choice do we have?"
Nella sat down in front of him.  "Give me a few more days.  I know I've almost got it figured out.  I can feel it, just beyond the edge of my thoughts.  We can turn Dr. Schneider in to the prison and delay our conversation with Judge Hawkins until Sunday.  That will give me tomorrow and the next day to work on it."
"If that's what you think would be best, that's what we'll do."
They heard the elevator bell and exchanged a glance but stopped talking.  Frank helped her into the sleeping bag and they went to bed without saying anything further to each other or Dr. Schneider.



The Warden
 
 
The sun was shining as if it were midsummer when they left Dr. Carton's lab.  It made Nella feel more cheerful in spite of what she knew was to come.  When the car emerged from the dark underground parking lot and onto the gravel, the exhaustion dropped away from her and she felt a skip in her breath, as if she were skimming over the world rather than in it.  Frank was driving and Dr. Schneider had taken the passenger seat, so Nella couldn't catch his eye.  She wished she could.  In that minute, just for that minute, she felt as if everything was going to be all right.  She didn't know where the Recharge bacteria samples were, or if they would be released, but for that minute, it didn't matter so much.  The world would keep on going, the sun would be as bright and the spring would be as green with or without the last tiny anthills of remaining humans.  Things would go on without her, too, and that was something that gave her great comfort.
Frank felt little need for secrecy on the return trip, and the only trouble they ran into was losing the road in the high grass a few times.  He drove carefully and they were able to return to the military maintained road by late afternoon.  Nella was fascinated in looking behind the car.  She expected it to leave a heavy trail of tracks, but the grass was so thick from years of growth, that it mostly sprang up behind them, as if they had never passed there. 
They stopped at the farmhouse around midmorning, wanting to see if the people they had cured remained.  Frank got out of the car without saying anything, though Dr. Schneider kept asking why they had stopped.  Nella waited in the car, afraid of what he would find.  She heard him calling, "Hello!" several times in the still warm air.  He walked quickly back to the car and leaned down to her open window with a grin.  "All gone," he said, "the supplies too.  No- no casualties."
Nella leaned back, relieved.  They made it back to the junkyard in a matter of a few hours.  They abandoned the extra car to the cheerful junkyard manager over the strenuous objections of Dr. Schneider.  Nella had little sympathy for her, and Frank predicted that she would need it no longer.  The afternoon cast long cool shadows across the road as they drove to the prison in silence.  The car, like Frank, smelled like clean linen and Nella relaxed as she felt sleep pulling at her, a thrumming tide that echoed the tires.  Returned to familiar surroundings and the welcome sight of people walking in the warm evening, she slipped into a healing doze.  
The slam of the door rocked the car and she woke, startled to find she had been sleeping so deeply.  Frank was leading Dr. Schneider into the low gray lump of the prison.  Nella straightened up, her arm stiff and painful in the sling.  She tried to smooth the tangles out of her filthy hair with one hand and got out.  She was mildly embarrassed to appear so disheveled, simply because she had striven to be professional since the beginning of the process.  But if Frank could do it, so could she.  She caught up to them just outside the heavy glass door.  Frank held it open for her.  His face was grim, but she knew it wasn't because of her.  Dr. Schneider was almost scowling.  Frank spoke briefly to a guard and then sat in an angular plastic chair as if at ease.  Nella slipped into a chair next to him.
"We need to wait for the Warden Dr. Schneider," Frank said with a cold smile, "this may take a while, you may want to take a seat."  Dr. Schneider just glared at him and continued standing.  It was a good half hour before the Warden arrived from his office, with several guards in tow.  Nella wondered if it were for show or part of procedure.  Some things just clung on like that, even after all that had happened.  
She thought the Warden looked more like an elderly priest than a hardened prison guard.  "Mr. Courtlen, Dr. Rider, to what do I owe the pleasure?"  he smiled jovially and shook each of their hands in turn, the florescent light bouncing of his glasses like a secret chuckle.  
"We're here to turn Gerta Schneider over to your custody.  She is wanted in connection with the December Plague case.  She has been cooperative and accompanied us willingly.  If there is any reason to note that, please do so."
The Warden looked startled.  "Mr. Courtlen, this is highly unusual.  There are procedures that must be followed, even these days-"
Dr. Schneider spoke up in a calm, smooth voice.  "I trust you to make the arrangements then, Warden.  If it makes the paperwork easier you can claim I turned myself in.  I want my day in court.  The world will see I'm not the villain I've been painted as,"  She glared at Nella, "So have your guards read me my rights or whatever you've got to do, and let's get this over with."
The Warden shrugged and told the guards to take Dr. Schneider to his office.  He turned back to Frank and Nella.  "You look like you've been drug down a gravel road on a dry day.  Where have you been?"
Frank shook his head, "Sorry Warden, if I was allowed to say, then I would."
The Warden threw up his pudgy brown hands.  "Okay, not trying to poke my nose where it isn't wanted.  But I see Dr. Rider is injured.  Perhaps we can have the infirmary look at that while I pick her brain about our new inmate."
Frank thanked the Warden so effusively and looked so relieved at the prospect of proper medical care for her, that Nella felt another wave of panic about her shoulder slam into her.  After letting the Warden know that she didn't believe Dr. Schneider needed a suicide watch, she was handed over to the uniformed medical staff.  She felt grungy next to them in their clean rooms with the bright lights and cold beds.  Frank disappeared with the Warden, but she was too worried about what the doctor would find to notice.  But the doctor's eyes crinkled behind his mask and he told her not to worry.  She didn't even protest as the nurse injected her with a powerful sedative.  



The Cured
 
 
She woke up in the passenger seat of Frank's car, with no memory of how she got there.  They were rolling slowly through the long spring dusk toward Frank's house.  Nella hadn't seen the other side of town since she was a poor graduate student.  Since things like poor and wealthy had mattered.  Now, she guessed, it was immunity that separated people.  She had felt slightly depressed when she had been forced to choose a row house during school.  All those people around her, she always felt so claustrophobic and unable to concentrate.  Nella had felt like one tiny insect among many then and it had irritated her.  Now, as row house after row house unrolled before the car, like an unending snake skin long shed, Nella was overwhelmed with loneliness.  She kept expecting to see a mother on each porch yelling to their kids to come in for dinner.  Or a couple of old men leaning on the metal fencing around their yards impassively watching the car pass by.  But no one appeared.  The houses were dark and the paint on the brick and doors were chipping, but it was the lawns that gave Nella an odd feeling of panic.  People had been proud of their yards here, small as they were.  Saturday mowing had been a ritual more likely to be kept than Sunday worship.  It had been miles of smooth green squares without variation.  But now the weeds had overrun the concrete sidewalks, pushed and tumbled the front stairs of homes, become long whorls matted by frost.  Nella saw the faded pink plastic of a small child's tricycle reaching out of a silver tangle of old grass as if it were gasping for breath before being swallowed forever.  She turned away from the window, tired of the emptiness outside.
Frank glanced over at her and and smiled.  "Are you awake?"
"Sort of.  How long have I been out?"
"Just long enough to look at your shoulder and put in a few more stitches.  The doctor said you should be fine, the infection is passing."
Nella sighed.  "That's a relief.  Where are we going?"
"I needed to pick up some of the case files to work on.  We can stay at my house or go back to your apartment if you like."
"Do you live near here?" she asked, mostly so she wouldn't have to think of the house windows like opening eyes as their curtains rotted into dust.
"Just one more street up," Frank said, "they opened this part of the City after the rest filled up.  Maybe I wouldn't have chosen the house for myself before, but it's reassuring that there are enough people left to fill up the rest of the City.  And my neighbors are nice."
"You know your neighbors?"
Frank laughed and glanced at her surprised.  "You don't know yours?"
Nella shook her head.  "I honestly wouldn't even know I had any except for the occasional thump on the wall or the ceiling."
Frank shook his head.  "Don't you miss people?  I mean, I know you talk with people every day for work, but don't you just miss having normal conversations about things that don't matter?  Things like the weather and people's jobs and what their kids have done lately?"
"More than you know," she replied, "But no one talks about those things anymore.  Unless it's to worry about them.  And if you get friendly with your neighbors, they might want something that you can't afford to give them."
"Ah, I see now.  You're still in the bunker."
"What?"
"Your side of town are mostly Immunes, right?  You, the people around you, had to survive through their neighbors becoming monsters, the government breaking down and looters taking what few supplies were left."
"So did you."
Frank slowed to a stop in front of a well kept block of houses.  "Not exactly.  I mean, I was technically one of the last people infected, so yes, I was aware that things were bad, but I was already in my shelter when things started to fall apart.  Most of these people," he said, waving his hand around toward the houses, "never saw that.  Once the infection took over, a person didn't think about how dangerous things were or how scarce things had become.  They would have walked right by a fully stocked grocery store without even looking at it.  They didn't notice that the government had failed everyone or that the streets were dangerous.  The worst thing that could happen had already happened.  The Infected didn't have the brain processes it takes to worry while they were sick.  Now that we are the Cured, nothing can be worse than what we've been and what we've done, so there is really nothing worth worrying about anymore."
He turned toward her.  "We're all the same here.  There's no reason to fear each other, because we know, in some sense and with a little variation, what each person living here has done.  People that were Immune- they had to do all sorts of things to get by.  Things maybe they aren't proud of, because those things are as bad as anything the Infected did, except the Immunes don't have a brain altering disease that will explain what they've done."  
Frank slipped a hand around hers before she could interrupt.  "I love you, Nella.  I don't care what you did to survive this long.  I'll never ask and you don't ever need to say.  Whatever it was, I don't think it could be as bad as what I've done, what the Infected did.  But not everyone could say the same.  The people around you avoid each other, not only because they may be ashamed of what they have done in the past or frightened of what they will find out their neighbors have done in the past, but also because they are still afraid of what they may have to do in the future.  They're still in the bunker.  Like Mr. Grant.  They think somebody is going to come along and fix the world any day now, and they can forget this nasty spell and move on.  No one is coming.  We're the ones who have to fix the world.  You know that right?"
"Of course.  What else have we been trying to do all this time?" she asked.
Frank smiled and touched her cheek.  "We can't always be running after rogue diseases and conducting trials.  I know it feels like those things will take forever, but soon this trial will be over and we'll find the bacterium and the world will be safe.  But it won't be fixed.  Sometimes you have to do really brave things, like make friends with your neighbors.  That's how the world gets fixed.  Little bit by little bit."  Frank sighed.  "Listen to me, going on and on.  Must be the lawyer part of my brain gearing up.  Sorry about that."  He let go of her hand and opened his door.  Nella took a few seconds to look at the house they had stopped in front of before getting out of the car.  The bricks had been whitewashed, like the others on that block, and recently.  The fence had been uprooted, not just around his house, but around all of them on the block.  Frank's yard was a little weedy, speckled with the old brown husks of naked dandelions, but most of the other lawns had been tilled, their dark innards thawing in the warm spring night, waiting.
"People are growing gardens out here?"
"Yes, the block has decided to grow herbs and aromatics for medicine or soaps, luxuries.  The Farm just doesn't have enough space for things like that, but the old stuff is almost completely gone, even the furthest ranging scavengers are having trouble finding some things."
"Are you going to grow them too?"
Frank sighed.  "I wish I could, I've just been so busy with the trial.  I haven't even cared for the grass that was already here.  But Mrs. Nichols- she's one of the neighbors, asked if she could try a pair of fruit trees in my yard.  It's still too cold, but in a month we'll plant some apple seedlings we traded the Farm for. That way we won't have to go all the way there for fresh fruit."  Frank laughed.  "She wanted to find a citrus tree, she's afraid we're all going to die of scurvy.  I told her it was too cold, we'll have to take our chances with other produce."
Nella smiled faintly.  "We'll send her crates of oranges when we move to New Guinea."
A metal door clanged shut a few doors down and a teenage boy ran across the street and started knocking on another door.  The pretty girl who came out to talk with him was on crutches because she was missing a leg.
"Gangrene," Frank said seeing that Nella had noticed.  "Bites from other humans are unsanitary and they festered, sometimes for months on the Infected before they received medical care after the Cure.  Sometimes amputation was the only option.  You'll see it a lot here."
"I know.  I was part of the medical team that first administered the Cure, remember?"
"Of course," Frank shook his head, "sorry, I'm just used to people staring."
"I guess that I was staring, but that wasn't why. I'm just not used to seeing anyone between six and twenty anymore."
Frank nodded.  "There aren't many of them are there?  It must be really tough."
"They would have been, what?  Eight or so when the Plague hit?"  Nella shuddered, thinking of how frightened they must have been before they were infected and how vulnerable even afterward.  She looked at Frank for a long minute.  
"You must really believe he didn't mean to do this," she said, "I don't know how you could do it otherwise."
Frank's brow wrinkled and he was grim for a moment.  "I know that he developed something that escaped everyone's control.  We've both seen the evidence of that.  But he followed protocol until the end and tried to keep the Plague contained after he found out that Ann had been infected.  I think Dr. Pazzo was as much an innocent bystander as the rest of us.  If anyone can be said to be at fault, it has to be Dr. Schneider and even Ann.  Don't you think?"
Nella hesitated.  "Yes," she said at last in a low voice, "but I don't know if the same will be true if the incurable strain isn't destroyed."  She didn't add that she thought Dr. Pazzo was still hiding something.  If it helped him get through the day, who was she to disturb Frank's peace of mind with something she only suspected?
Frank walked slowly up the steps to his door.  He stopped with his hand on the latch.  "It's not like your apartment, Nella.  They didn't clear out the old owner's things before they assigned it to me.  I've done some cleaning but-"
"I'm sure it's fine," Nella smiled.  Frank opened the door and stepped inside, his hand automatically finding the light switch.  The smell of a long departed cat and old newspapers flung itself at Nella.  She half smiled to herself, remembering her old rental.  It had smelled the same, though she'd never had a pet.  She thought all old houses must be steeped in the vaguely yellow smell.  The hall was very dark and the house seemed smaller than she expected, but it was hard for her to tell because the thick curtains were all drawn.  Frank glided around her in the dark reaching for lights.  
"I've got to grab my notes from the upstairs office.  Just make yourself at home.  I'll be right back, okay?"
Nella nodded and looked around her as the steady creak of his feet on the stairs faded.  She was standing in a living room that looked decades older than Frank.  The wallpaper must once have been a vibrant maroon or red and white stripe, but now it was a pale blend of peach and gold, like a peppermint sucked too long and then put back in the package for years.  The furniture was heavy and covered with lace cloth.  She wondered if Frank had ever even sat in one of the chairs.  The lamps and overhead were weak and missing bulbs, so that they just glowed with yellow light, not even illuminating themselves fully.  But everything was immaculately clean.  There was no dust anywhere, no papers or books set down where they didn't belong, not even a mug ring on the coffee table.  Nella ached to see his office.  She wondered if the house was like this throughout or if the office was where he really lived.  Nella walked over to a nearby lamp and pulled the shade off for some more light.  A familiar bag near the door caught her eye.  It was the duffel bag that the Cured were given when they left the Cure camps.  It usually had a scavenged set of clothes and some basic toiletries.  It also had all the personal effects that the person had been found with.  Most of the Cured hadn't wanted to take the bag.  They hadn't wanted the charity or the memories.  And Nella couldn't blame them.  She wondered what was in Frank's.  She didn't look but she did notice it was still zipped and tagged with his name and the camp's label.  He'd never even opened it.  
Nella wandered into the kitchen and groped around for the light switch.  She was oddly relieved when the bright lamp flooded over the  sink and she saw a coffee cup sitting in it catching a drip.  She didn't know if she felt better seeing the cup out of its place in the cabinet or hearing the drip of the imperfectly sealed tap.  Either way, it was a sign that the house wasn't completely empty.  She emptied the overflowing cup and placed it back under the tap, resisting the urge to tighten the handle and stop the drip.  She was searching for another cup in the cabinets when Frank came down the stairs with a series of creaks as the arthritic boards rubbed together. 
"I'm afraid I don't have much here right now- it was time for me to make a trip to the Farm too."
"That's okay, I was just going to get a glass of water."
Frank looked alarmed.  "Oh! You didn't drink any yet did you?"
"No, why?"
"I forgot to tell you, we aren't on the same reservoir as the rest of the City.  We have to use purification tabs or boil it first.  Here, I have some in the refrigerator I think." He pulled open the fridge as Nella stared, confused at him.
"You mean there was a spill or something?"
"No, we just don't have access to the sealed reservoir.  This part of the City drew water from somewhere else- the river maybe? I don't know, I was never interested in that stuff before.  But when they moved us here, they told us we would have to purify our water until the pollutants were all gone or they could find a way to get us access to the reservoir.  But there aren't many experts left and even their apprentices are busy with irrigation at the Farm and managing the reservoir the rest of the City relies on."
"Frank, did they force you to move here?"
He looked confused.  "Do you mean this house?  We were assigned space as it became cleared of Infected and all the dead were removed.  It's not such a bad place."
"No, I know that, I was assigned my apartment too when I reached the populated zone.  I mean, could you have stayed in your own home if you wanted to?  Since the Cure had reached it?"
Frank hesitated and bent down to pick up the filtered water.  He closed the refrigerator and brushed past her to grab a cup.  He started to pour the water for her before he answered.  "Yes, I could have stayed.  They weren't ready to clear the dead, but I buried my wife and the boy after I was Cured anyway.  I could have stayed or taken more of my things if I wanted.  Most people had wandered pretty far from their homes since becoming sick and their homes were still in Infected areas, so they didn't really have the option.  But I did.  I didn't want to go back.  I knew I couldn't live with what I'd done if I tried to live in the middle of Sarah's things.  I was assigned this house, but when I left the camp, I went back once, to bury them.  When I was done, I went back into the house to get some clean clothes because it was muddy and I was filthy and sad and tired.  I thought I was also going to pick up our wedding pictures and some small things that I really wanted to keep."  Frank handed her the cup without looking at her and sat shakily down at the scarred wooden table.  He rubbed one long finger along the splintered grooves and looked down at the wood as he spoke.  
"But when I walked in the door, everything smelled like her, like she had just walked by.  And her last case file was spread over the dining room table as if she just got up to make herself a cup of coffee.  I didn't want to see that, and I didn't want to clean it up either.  I just wanted it to stay there, just that way, but not where I could see it.  I didn't even stay to get my clothes.  I just walked out and headed here.  It took a week in muddy clothes, but I didn't care."  He looked around the small kitchen.  
"This place is far enough that I won't be tempted to go back again.  If I'm lucky, it's burnt down or blown over by a storm or there are complete strangers living in it and all the memories of us are gone."  He looked up at her, his hand pausing in it's endless track on the table.  The scar on his cheek stuttered and shone in the bright kitchen light as he spoke and his face was so drawn and tired that Nella worried that she'd somehow made him ill.
"I'm sorry," he said, "I shouldn't be talking about this with you."
Although there was a chair next to him, she sat in the one across from him instead.  "Because you don't want me to analyze you?  Or because you wanted to make a clean break and don't want anyone to know who you were before?"
"No, nothing like that.  I don't want you to think I've idolized or worship my wife.  Or that I'm still in mourning.  I've had six years to learn to let her go.  I don't want you to think I'm not ready or that I want to somehow replace her.  It's not that I haven't come to terms with her death.  I haven't come to terms with myself for causing it."
She wanted to reach across the wooden table and curl her hand inside of his, but she drank a mouthful of cold water instead.
"Frank, how much did they tell you about me before I met you at the prison?"
The worry on his forehead deepened and creased.  "Not much.  Just that you had been working on a team during the first days of the Cure.  And that you had a good track record helping people who were recovering from long term Infection.  That you were able to repair what seemed like permanent brain damage to other doctors.  Why?"
Nella leaned back in the hard kitchen chair.  "So no one told you why I left the Cure team?"
Frank shook his head.
"I know telling you that you were ill and that killing your wife was more of an animal instinct than anything you had control over won't make you feel better.  And you live among people who have similar stories, so you know your experience is not unique or even rare.  But you seem to carry around this idea that you're somehow not worth as much as other people.  That you deserve to be treated badly.  I can't fix the water or make people stop staring or being nasty.  But you don't need to think that way about me.  I'm not any different than you or anyone here.  I'm not a pure, fragile doll who's been locked safely away since before the Plague."  Frank started to interrupt her, but she shook her head and put her cup down with a hollow ringing.
"You think the only terrible things I've done were in the name of survival but that's not true."  Nella took a deep breath and Frank leaned forward in his chair. 



In the Cure Camps
 
 
"I assume you've seen Sevita's footage of the first people who were rounded up and Cured- everybody has.  It was awful, all those people waking up to the world around them, to what had happened to their families and their friends- to what they remembered doing themselves.  Everyone remembers Isaac Green's suicide because his was the first one and it was broadcast on television with the first reports.  What most people don't realize is that he was just the first of many.  Hundreds Frank, hundreds every day.  We took all the precautions that we could, administering the Cure in smaller batches so we could watch them, eliminating weapons in the Cure tents once the Infected were sedated, even keeping people in the camp longer than they really needed to be there so we could make sure they were stable.  It didn't matter.  They found ways or they waited weeks until they left the camp and then did it on the road.  They used the camp bedsheets to hang themselves or broke into the medical waste bins and injected themselves with needles full of air.  Some of them drank cleaning supplies.  A few even waited for hours underneath military vehicles for the one soldier who wasn't paying attention to run them over.  Every day, over and over and over.  My overseer, Dr. Taylor, kept telling us that it wasn't our fault, that the normal human mind wasn't equipped to function correctly after trauma like these people had seen.  But I started to think maybe we shouldn't Cure them.  Maybe it was better if they just stayed Infected, because at least they weren't destroying themselves with grief then.  I told Dr. Taylor we should consider lifelong institutionalization instead.  He told me I wasn't being realistic, that there weren't enough healthy humans left to sustain our own survival, let alone police, care for and feed thousands of Infected."  Nella rubbed a few tears off her cheek with a rough hand and continued.
"But at last, Dr. Taylor couldn't take any more either.  We had just administered the Cure to a new batch of people and they were sleeping off the sedative while the antibiotic did its job.  I woke up and it was still dark, but someone was shooting a gun.  The soldiers had orders to only dart any Infected that got too close to the camp, so that they would get the Cure.  It was a big switch for many of them, they were used to thinking of the Infected as something to be eliminated, not as human beings with minds that could recover and lives that could be useful and normal.  Sometimes a soldier disobeyed, but he was usually stopped by a superior before he could actually kill anyone.  Not this time though.
"I got out of bed, confused, because the sound was coming from the patient tent, not the perimeter.  Which was probably why no soldiers stopped him.  I ran to the tent and before I even lifted the flap I could smell the gunpowder hanging in the air.  And I knew they must all be dead.  I lifted the flap and there was Dr. Taylor, moving from bed to bed on the last row of over one hundred people.  He aimed his gun at the sleeping patient's head and pulled the trigger.  I yelled for him to stop, and I ran toward him, pushing carts and beds out of the way.  I tripped once and heard the gun go off again.  He only stopped to reload and that's when I reached him and tried to grab the gun.  He just coolly pointed it at me instead.  'Nella,' he said, 'you're a good person and a damn fine doctor in a world that desperately needs you. I don't want to kill you, but I will if you stop me.'
"He said it as if he were listing the symptoms of a disease to a group of interns.  As if it were something he had said every day of his life.  'Why are you doing this?' I asked him.  Dr. Taylor turned and shot the next patient before he answered me.  'We can't institutionalize them.  We can't let them roam around the way they are and expect any sort of security in our lives.' He shot another.  There was only one left and by this time I was sobbing, but he kept pointing the gun back toward me between patients, so I wouldn't come closer. 'The Cure makes them remember everything and I can't keep them from killing themselves.  The last one couldn't be bothered to find anything to do it properly.  So he sat in the sun in front of my tent for three days and refused water and food.  He tore out every intravenous line we put in.  He just died.  I'm tired Nella.  The only people that seem to survive are the people that would have been murderous pricks without the Infection.' Dr. Taylor shot the last patient, a child.  He turned back.  'I might as well do the good ones a favor and put them out of their misery.  And the world a favor by eliminating the ones that would just be criminal anyway.'
'That's not true!' I kept saying, but he wasn't listening.  He cleared his throat and raised the gun to his own head. He shrugged.  
'Don't feel bad Nella.  I would have been a murderous prick either way.'  And he shot himself."
Frank swore under his breath.  "It wasn't your fault," he said.
Nella shook her head and wiped her face with her hands.  "No," she said, "it wasn't.  But it stayed with me.  It crept up on me every time I was talking with a survivor or waiting for a Cure to work or receiving news about another suicide.  We routinely interviewed our patients every day from the time they woke up to the time they left the camp.  But it was very disorganized, especially after Dr. Taylor died.  So you could be assigned five or ten patients one day and see a completely new set the other day, depending on who had left the camp or died the night before.  One morning, I was making my rounds and I met someone that I recognized.  It was nothing I expected, we were miles from anywhere I'd lived or worked.  We were overworked and exhausted.  I'd been with the medical team for almost two years at that point and we didn't have breaks or days off or even full night's rests most of the time.  I must have helped to treat thousands of people by then and after a while, their faces and their stories just seemed to blur together.  Like one long streak of bad luck wrapped around each day.  I stopped looking at faces.  I stopped listening to stories.  Because they were all the same.  I just started reading charts and the notes the other doctors left instead.  That day, I had been specifically assigned to one particular case because I seemed to do better with people that weren't responding to the Cure the way they ought to.
"Sometimes, they had just been infected for so long that their brains had suffered permanent damage from the swelling.  I think that's what happened to Ann.  We didn't see too many, because most Infected killed each other, suffered accidental deaths or succumbed to secondary infections and starvation.  But there were a few that survived that long.  Most of these were kept at the camp until a family member could come and care for them or until the military developed an institution for their care.  
Sometimes, they had a bad reaction to the antibiotic.  Those were the easiest to treat.  It was the same as other allergic reactions and we knew how to deal with it.  
This particular case though, fell into the unknown pile.  And that's why I was assigned.  I had worked in a hospital during school as part of my training.  Most of the time I saw a patient for a day, maybe two before they were released.  A few though, barely made it out for a week before returning.  One of them, a man named Martin, had a severe case of paranoid schizophrenia.  He couldn't afford his medication, so every week the local beat cop would write him up on a minor infraction so that he could bring Martin in to the hospital for treatment.  We'd give him his medication along with the few days' supply that we could get away with and then release him again for another week.  It wasn't ideal and the entire staff knew it wasn't going to work forever, because he was getting worse even when we managed to keep him medicated.  One day, maybe only a month or two before the Plague was at its worst, something finally snapped for good inside Martin.  He found a crow bar somewhere and beat the cop that came to pick him up with it.  The officer was so badly beaten that he was in intensive care- I guess until he was infected or died, I'm not sure.  But Martin was taken to a permanent facility immediately.  Everything happened so fast after that, I had never really considered what happened to him or to the officer.  I'm still not entirely sure whether Martin escaped the facility somehow or whether an orderly decided to let the inmates out when things got bad.  
However it happened, Martin was free, and he was Infected.  He must have wandered for miles during the year and a half until he was Cured.  I didn't realize it was him until I got to the side of his cot.  He was sleeping when I got there.  He was so filthy I didn't recognize him for a while.  That's how the other doctors knew something was off.  The first thing that most of the Cured wanted to do, once the initial shock wore off, was scrub themselves clean.  In fact, we had to have nurses watch many of them so that they didn't physically rub their skin off or damage their teeth in order to believe themselves completely clean.  I'm sure you understand what that urge was like."
Frank nodded.  "The first thing I did was brush my teeth.  Someone stopped me after a tube of toothpaste and twenty minutes were gone.  But I could still- I could still taste them on my tongue.  I would have kept going if I could."
"But this guy, he didn't care.  He didn't want to shower or brush his teeth or have his haircut- nothing.  He had blood and matter clotting in his beard and around his lips, he had sores from bites that were festering and stank like rotting meat.  His nails were long and sharp, like brown, brittle claws and he didn't care.  And when the nurses tried to wash him anyway, thinking maybe he was catatonic with shock, he attacked them, accusing them of trying to kill him.  He was so vicious with his teeth smashing together and his long, sharp nails raking everything he could reach, that they thought the Cure had failed.  The only way they were able to be certain that it hadn't was that they heard him speak.
When he did speak though, he claimed that we were trying to trick him.  He said that the world was finally clear to him, that he could only survive and grow stronger by killing and eating his enemies.  He was convinced we had drugged him and we were trying to lull him with false security.  He swore he'd kill all of us so that he could be strongest.  Of course, we kept him in restraints.  And they passed him on to me.  It was a very hot day in the middle of summer when I finally met him again.  I sat by his cot although he stank more and more with the heat.  He had been sedated, so even after he woke up he wasn't really sure what was happening.  He recognized me before I recognized him.  He was convinced I was a hallucination.  
'I know you,' he said, 'but you aren't really here.  You're back at the old hospital.  Back before the world showed its true self.  That was a nice dream.'
'Do you know what happened after you left the hospital?' I asked him, 'What happened when the world showed it's true self?'
He leaned in closer to me, but was pulled up short by the restraints.  Still, his breath was so foul with old gore, that I thought I might pass out between it and the heat.
'Everyone took off their masks,' he whispered, 'and the last supper finally began.  I won though, I ate them all.  I'm the strongest. I was filled with righteous wrath.  I ate so many I became God.'"
Frank shuddered with his whole body and Nella paused.  The soft drip of tap water into the ceramic mug filled the room.  She twisted her own cup back and forth on the wooden table.
"I didn't even try to convince him that he was delusional.  I listened to him for a while as he went on about how the other doctors were trying to weaken him or hurt him.  But he went on for hours, becoming more and more angry as the sedative wore off.  And I eventually tuned him out, even though I stayed seated near his cot.  I was thinking about how hard it was going to be to find medication for him in this dead, broken, stand-still world.  About how little it had helped him before.  And I wondered if he were ever really Infected at all, or if he just became absorbed in the way the world had become.  I thought about how many people he must already have killed and how many he would continue on to kill if he were ever to be released or escape military custody.  Dr. Taylor's words kept coming back to me over and over.  
Eventually, Martin burnt himself out, like a small child after a tantrum.  When he was asleep, I got up.  I very clearly remember filling the syringe with too much sedative.  It was so still in the plunger, no bubbles at all, no droplets left on the needle.  I went back to Martin and didn't even hesitate, not even to clean the site of the injection.  I just pushed through the layer of grime on his arm.  It was so smooth that he didn't even feel it.  I sat next to his cot for twenty minutes or so, until he stopped breathing.  I was calm and rational and entirely without remorse.  And then I got up and reported myself to the captain in charge of my medical unit.
I was never arrested, never tried, for Martin or anyone else that I'd killed during the Plague.  They just rotated me out of the Cure unit and I never bothered to go back.  The military found excuses for me, sending me hard to treat patients at my own clinic, one at a time and then, eventually assigning me to this trial.
It wasn't Martin's fault.  I could have found him a bed somewhere they could have kept an eye on him.  Eventually someone will start making the right medications again.  I didn't dislike him.  I'm not even sure that I really felt sympathy for him.  I've asked myself for years whether I did it for his sake or the world's sake or just my own.  I still don't know the answer for sure.
Don't let the world convince you that you are somehow inferior to the people that were immune, Frank.  The things you did were out of your conscious control, like breathing.  The people that never got infected- we can't say that.  Every life we took was because we chose to take it.  Sure, we can say it was for survival, and I think that's mostly true.  But it wasn't involuntary, and we'll have to wake up realizing that every day forever.  That's the price of free will I guess."  Nella was finally quiet, drawing in a slow breath as if she were reversing a sigh.  Frank was silent leaning forward in his chair, but his face was drawn and tight, a hundred angles of worried.  Nella smiled at him but her mouth tasted bitter and dry, as if she'd swallowed all the ocean.
"Ah.  You thought I was someone else, someone different.  I did too.  Once.  But all around this little shard of the world people are having the same revelations.  We can barely stand to interact with each other. It's no wonder there has to be a government agency on human reproduction."
Frank looked up at her, his face breaking into living curves again.  "No," he said, "I think you did what you thought was right.  Whatever your doubts now, I can't believe that you weren't convinced then.  And that's what I would expect, that you do what you believe is right.  That's who I think you are."  He stood up and gently pulled her out of the chair.  "You are different.  You're the one thing that didn't get broken after all that mess."  He kissed the bitter taste out of her mouth.



Frank's House
 
 
They decided to stay at Frank's house.  Nella didn't yet know how to tell Sevita that the bacterial samples were still lost, and it depressed her to think about facing her failure.  She scolded herself for being a coward, but it didn't make her feel differently.  She was hesitant to leave Frank as well, and she wasn't sure he'd go with her to her apartment. He had been absorbed in case notes since he'd brought her up to the office. 
He apologized, but Nella could see he was itching to look back at something in the case.  She was more convinced than ever that he knew more than he was telling her.  That frightened her.  It meant that he would either try to find the samples himself because he thought it was too dangerous for her, or that it had something to do with his client.  Both ideas were equally opaque and unsettling to Nella.  She had let him read his notes in peace, claiming to have medical reports on Ann to go over.  She did have the reports, they had been delivered to her at the prison, but she only made a show of reading them, watching Frank's body language instead.
Whatever he was looking for, he hadn't found it even after an hour of frantic reading had passed.  Nella could tell by the way his hand smoothed against the back of his head over and over, and the way his legs waited to leap from the chair when he found it.  The evening slid on and Nella grew impatient.  At last, she couldn't take the way cold panic was crawling over her with a million sharp legs and filling the shadowy space between them with visions of plague and death and loss.  "Why don't you ask me about what you are looking for?" she asked, "Maybe I can remember.  I have a good memory."
Frank turned and smiled at her, as if realizing she were there for the first time.  "I'm sorry, you must be exhausted.  You still need lots of rest.  Why don't you get some sleep, I'll be done in a bit."
Nella laughed at the obvious dodge.  "Okay, you don't have to tell me, I just want to help."
"I know you do.  I wish you could, but I'm not even sure I remember it correctly.  I need the tapes of the lab."
"Did you give the only copy to the Judge?"
"No, but I don't keep evidence here.  It's at the prison, in the Warden's vault, for safekeeping."
Nella looked confused.  "Is that normal?"
Frank shook his head.  "This case was so large that no one wants to be accused of tampering.  The Warden agreed to keep the defense's documents and the Military Governor is keeping the prosecution's items in his office."  Frank sighed.  "Well, I don't think worrying about it is going to help tonight."  He stood up and stretched, his palms almost grazing the ceiling.  Nella put down the unread report on Ann Connelly.  He led her into the cool, dark bedroom.  Before he even flipped the light on she knew the bed would be perfectly made, the floor would be bare and there would be little to no extra furniture in the room.  She felt particularly gritty and sweaty after their trip.  She knew she wouldn't be able to sleep there.  When the light snapped on,  Nella laughed in surprise.
"What is it?" Frank asked.
"I just wasn't expecting this.  It doesn't look like the rest of the house."
Frank shrugged and blushed.  "This is where I spend most of my time.  Do you like it?"
A massive bookshelf stood on the far wall.  It was filled with books on shipbuilding, with a giant atlas and novels of exploration and shipwreck and discovery.  The ceiling glowed blue with nautical maps that covered every inch of it.  There was a desk with a half finished model sailboat sitting on it.  She looked back at Frank.  "You weren't kidding when you said you wanted to sail to a tropical island when this was over, were you?"
Frank's face relaxed and dropped a decade, even with the thick beard shadowing the bottom half.  For a moment Nella thought she saw him as he was before, wholly beautiful, happy, in love.  It shocked her for a moment to realize she was the one that he was in love with this time.
"Can you imagine how wonderful it would be?  To rediscover a place?" he waved a hand toward the map, "these places are all lost, as if they never were found in the first place.  There's been no communication with them for almost a decade.  Chances are, most of them haven't found a cure.  Chances are, few, if any people have survived.  The people that have, well they must have their own ways of doing things by now.  New laws, new rituals, new ideas.  We could visit them, you and me.  We could be the next explorers."
"Aren't you afraid?  Other people could have turned to piracy or slave holders or people who worship dead computers.  We don't know what's out there."
"That's exactly the point.  It's exciting, not frightening.  Well, of course we'd be careful, but aren't you dying to know what's out there?  Aren't you tired of the same old gated City, the same sad people day after day?"
"Well, yes," she admitted, though she felt a serious gash in her heart when she thought of leaving Sevita and Christine behind.  But his excitement swept the thought away like a stray leaf in a gale.  He pointed to the map directly over the head of the bed.
"There's New Guinea.  I've been thinking it would take us about three months if we sailed straight, but of course we would want to stop everywhere on the way . . ."  Frank talked cheerfully about routes and boat building and supplies until Nella was dizzy.  She didn't stop him, the conversation was as bright as their earlier ones had been dark.  She wondered if that particular map had ended up where it was after their lunch at the prison.  She suspected that it had, and hoped it had been a source of several bright dreams for him.  At last, he wound down and sat on the end of the bed, patting the spot next to him.  She recoiled and immediately regretted it when she saw the nervous hurt return to his face, wrinkling away the ease that she had just seen.
"Oh Nella, I'm sorry, I didn't mean- I have a spare bedroom I can sleep in-"
"No, no," she said quickly, "it isn't that.  It's just that-" her voice dropped to an embarrassed whisper as if the neighbors might hear, "I'm filthy.  I can't mess up your nice clean sheets."
Frank laughed and the worry scattered.  He scratched his thickening beard.  "Yeah," he said, "I don't think I could stand this thing for one more minute either.  I can practically feel it crawling."  He pointed to a dark wooden door.  "The bathroom is adjoining, I'll get some towels for you."
She blushed and hesitated for a moment.  Discomfort won out over pride.  "Frank, I can't- would you help me wash my hair?  I can do everything else, but," she half raised her wounded arm.
"Of course," he said, before she could finish.
He opened the door to a small bathroom and then left her to find towels.  The room was badly lit and the mirror was spotty with age.  But it smelled sweet and strong, like warm soap and shaving cream.  She felt less grimy just walking into it.  "You can get in, if you want," said Frank from behind her, "I just want to shave first.  I'll be quick.  Look what I've found."  He handed Nella a slim bottle of real shampoo and rubbed his own head with a grin.  "I won't be needing it."
Nella smiled, but she sat on the edge of the tub and made no move to get undressed.  She watched him mix shaving cream and draw out a slim razor, like a shining bone and set it on the lip of the sink.  He scrubbed his face with water and then realized she was watching him as he straightened up.
"What?" he asked, dabbing foam on the stiff hairs.
She shrugged.  "It's just that you're one of very few men whom I've met that still shaves every day."
"Ah.  That's because shaving cream is hard to come by these days.  And I can't imagine trying to shave without it.  I had to carry buckets of water for the barber's wife, Mrs. Avoncetti, every day for a month before the water was turned on in this sector.  After that he finally agreed to teach me how to make my own."  Frank stopped talking as he picked up the flashing rib of a blade.  She watched the scarred side of his face emerge as if the razor were erasing shadow and care with each long, slow stroke.  It was impossible for her to watch the smooth, graceful flick of his hand on the razor and not think of him touching her.
She shouldn't be here.  He'd already rejected her once, hadn't he?  Why torture herself?  But he had said that he loved her.  He'd shown her only kindness and care.  More than that, he'd wanted her.  She had felt it.  But he seemed to want nothing to happen until after the trial.  And though she felt stronger than she had during her fever, she knew she ought to take it easy for a while.
She was jarred out of her thoughts when Frank groaned lightly and she realized she'd still been staring at him.
"Nella, please don't tell me you like the mountain man look.  I don't think I could stand it."
She laughed.  "No, I like seeing your whole face."
He squinted at her as if trying to decide if she were teasing him.  He bent over to wash his face again.  He sighed with relief as he ran a hand over his smooth chin.  Nella looked at her feet and tried not to feel the gentle ache on the surface of her lips, longing to kiss the line of his jaw.  She tried to bully herself into being rational, but it was too difficult, surrounded, steeped in the clean smell of him, sitting so near to him, in his own space.
"Well? Did I miss a spot?" he asked, leaning over her to turn on the shower.  Nella smiled and reached up to stroke his smooth cheek.  He caught her hand and kissed her palm.  His lips were so much softer than she remembered, though she had kissed them just a few hours before.  Tiny echoes skipped across her skin, as if he had kissed a hundred places at once.
"It's perfect," she said at last, remembering he had asked her a question.  She stood up, feeling the steam creep up her back in warm puffs.  He untied her sling and she straightened her arm cautiously.  
"I think we're going to have to burn these clothes," he said as he peeled off his shirt, "They're never going to be the same after this week."
Nella had started to unbutton her shirt.  She clutched it closed.  "Frank, I just realized I have no extra clothes here.  We left them with the other pack."
He grinned wickedly at her.  "Oh no," he said, gently moving her hand and continuing to unbutton her shirt, "whatever shall we do?"
She laughed and blushed.  "I'm serious!"
"Relax, I'll go to your apartment tomorrow and pick up some things." He drew the fabric gently from her wounded arm.
"Until then?"
He shrugged and unzipped her pants, tugging them over her hips.  "I'll turn up the heat."
"I thought you wanted to wait- until after the trial." 
His brows drew together in confusion and he stepped back from her, "What gave you that idea?  I mean, I'm okay with waiting if that's what you want-"
Nella shook her head but couldn't speak past the boulder in her throat.  
"Is this about what happened at the Cure camp?" The space between them evaporated and his fingertips grazed the side of her face.  They were like tiny rocks in  a pool, the feeling rippling and bouncing over her in larger and larger rings.  "That place was filled with misery.  The very air was tainted." He leaned forward and whispered into her ear, "You're sacred Nella, a bright dream at the end of the world.  I don't want to remember you in that dark place.  I don't want to think about that sad time any more."
She closed her eyes but they leaked anyway.  "But I was in a place like that.  For a long time.  It's part of my life.  It's part of your life."  Her voice creaked at the end, though she tried to control it.
His arms slid around her, his skin warm and damp from the shower steam.  "I know.  I know it was.  But it doesn't have to part of our life.  Not any more."  He let her go and cleared his throat.  His eyes were red, but he smiled at her and continued undressing.  
"Come on," he said cheerfully as he picked up the bottle of shampoo, "the water heater in this place isn't that big.  I'll be washing your hair in the dead cold before long."
Nella stepped carefully into the warm cavern of the shower after him.  The shower didn't hurt her shoulder as badly as it had done before and she took that as a good sign.  She stepped into the stream of water, turning her back to him so the water soaked through her filthy hair.  She closed her eyes.  Her breath caught as one of his hands wrapped around her stomach and his fingers grazed the bottom of her breast.  The other hand tangled itself in her wet hair.  She could feel the strands of grass from the fight with the Infected hit her shin as they washed away, and the clots of blood that had caught in the ends from her wound dissolved as he carefully slid his fingers through the tangles.  Her head felt heavy from the extra weight of the water, but the rest of her felt lighter, younger as the week's dirt sloughed away.  His hands slipped away from her and she smelled the sharp sweetness of chemical citrus as he opened the shampoo bottle.  She smiled to herself.  It had been years since she'd even seen real shampoo, but she recognized the smell immediately.  She felt the weight of her hair disappear from her neck as he gathered it up and the rough pressure of his hands on her scalp.  He tilted her head gently to one side and kissed the base of her neck with his soft lips.  The lobe of her ear vibrated with his breath.  "You didn't think that I didn't want you, did you?" his voice was heavy in her ear as the feathery foam of the shampoo slid down the small of her back, tracing slow rivers into her skin.  She shivered. The soft weight of her hair slipped back onto her neck as both of Frank's long arms wrapped around her waist and good arm.  He kissed the top of her good shoulder and she felt the hard bone of his cheek brush her ear.  She leaned back into him and he tightened his arms.  The last of the shampoo dissolved and streaked away and she felt as if she could follow it.  "You can go to your grave sixty years from now knowing that a day didn't pass since we met that I did not want you."
She turned to face him, his arms loosening to let her.  The thin stream of water began to grow cool between them. She leaned through it and tilted her face up toward his.  She kissed him as the water wicked the heat and soap out of her hair and down over his arms and her legs in a last warm gush.  The water turned frigid and he let her go to turn it off.  She stepped out on shaky legs.  She began to wrap a towel around her, but he stopped her, tossing it aside and pulling her into him.  His skin was sun-baked stone, a tumbledown ruin left to the wind, all the jagged edges smoothed away. He kissed her too roughly, almost biting and his hand clamped shut just below her wound and she yelped as a jolt of pain sizzled up her arm and into her neck and breast.  He dropped away from her as if she'd shoved him.  "Oh, God, Nella, I'm sorry.  I'm so sorry."  He gently lifted away the soaked bandages with fingers light as leaves.  The wound was unbroken, but he was shaken and reluctant to touch her.  She turned his face away from the red scar that laced her skin until their eyes met.  She smiled and felt his frame immediately loosen.  The shower plinked like a metronome in the quiet.  She stretched as tall as she could.  Her lips brushed the ragged scar on his cheek.  
"It's too cold in here," she whispered.  Her hand slid gently down his arm and her fingers tangled in his.  She led him out into the bedroom. She kissed him, her cool hand making a slow current down his chest as she gently backed him to the edge of the bed. He sat down, his hands spread over her hips in long streaks of warmth.  She eased him back and hovered over him, her thighs touching the outside of his, her wet hair like cool grasses passing over his baking skin.  He closed his eyes.  Nella paused to look at his face.  She traced the gentle ridge on his temple, feeling the fragile bone beneath, the frail globe that held everything she cared about.  She leaned in closer, her breasts grazing his chest.  She closed her eyes.  Her breastbone ached as if it were too small to hold everything in.  Her cheek rested lightly against his.
"I love you Frank," she said softly and with one small movement, enveloped him, like a still lake closing over a stone.  He cried out and his eyes flew open to meet hers.  She kissed him, her hips were like the currents in the maps above them, moving endlessly over the same hidden rocks and trenches, without pause.  He twisted one arm around her back, needing her ever closer, as if he could dissolve into her. His other hand smoothed her hair from her face as she kissed him.  He arced up toward her, a stone bridge that shattered and then collapsed into something new.  He pulled her down with him and turned sideways so that she lay beside him, their faces level with each other.  She watched the great breaths pulsing in his chest.  He pulled her chin up gently with one hand.  She glanced at his face and burst into tears.  She pressed a sob into the back of her hand.
Frank pushed himself up one arm.  "Nella, what is it?  Are you hurt?  Is it your shoulder?"
She shook her head and slipped a hand into his.  "I can't help thinking about the missing samples.  Even now.  It hangs over everything.  Maybe this is the last day.  Maybe this is the last time I get to touch you.  For a while I could pretend we were going to find them.  That everything would turn out all right.  But now, when it matters most of all," she brought his hand to her cheek, warming her face, "now I doubt.  Now it seems impossible and everything seems closer to an end."
He curled himself over her, his too thin chest, his patchwork of scars suddenly beautiful to her.  His thumbs smoothed the tears from her face.  "Nella, we are going to find them.  I will find them.  This isn't an end." A broad smile spilled across his face, "Trust me, we're going to be making love hundreds of times. Thousands."
She laughed in spite of herself. He touched her forehead with his own.  "The whole world had to die before I found you. I've been through hell.  I even became the devil himself for a while.  I can't lose you now.  The universe can't be that unjust."  
He made love to her again, slow and powerful, until she forgot the samples, forgot the trial and the loneliness of the empty world.  Until she was lost in the sharp, clean smell of him, the rough, sandy feel of his hands on her skin. Until every touch was a splash, a little ripple growing inward and colliding with each other, colliding and merging and smoothing again into stillness.



Nella Knows
 
 
Nella woke up in the early morning hours and slipped quietly out of the bed.  She padded to the bathroom to relieve herself and soak in the shower.  She pressed the small tab in the center of the knob without even glancing at it.  More second nature than modesty, she didn't even think about it.  Twenty minutes later, she changed the bandage on her wound gingerly and then turned the doorknob.  The automatic click of the lock releasing was minuscule, but in her brain it was as loud as a gunshot.  She looked down at the knob half turned in her hand.  She realized that Frank was already days ahead of her and she cursed her slow thought process.  How could she have missed it?  It must have been on the video- how had she not seen it?  Even if not, common sense should have told her.  Even her fevered unconscious had made the connection.  Closets don't lock with a key from the inside.  They lock with a button or a knob.  The key only opens it from the outside.  
Nella flung the door open and paced naked from the bathroom to the bed and back, wondering if she should wake Frank.  Threads of questions shuttled by her so quickly she couldn't grasp any of them for long.  Was it an odd lock?  Had she seen it?  Would he have had the mental capacity to open the door if it didn't need the key? Yes. She could answer that one with certainty.  The Infected could turn doorhandles, could probably even remember to turn the lock knob.  Nothing more complicated.  In fact, the revolving door at Dr. Carton's lab would probably, had probably, defeated them unless they stopped pushing at the right spot by mere chance.  Keys were definitely out.  The thought of Dr. Carton brought the next thought crashing down on her like ice water on her shoulders.  Had Dr. Pazzo even been sick at all?  Was there a person keeping him and Anne alive or had it just been him the entire time?
Nella sat on the foot of the bed and bit her nails without realizing it.  She jumped up and shook Frank awake, rather more roughly than she intended.  He sat up, but he rubbed his eyes and looked ready to slump back.  "What's going on?" he asked.
"The lock wasn't a key lock was it?"
"Huh?"
"The lock on Dr. Pazzo's side of the closet.  It was a push button wasn't it?"
Frank's eyes snapped open and he stared at her.  "You know?  Did I-"
"No, you didn't talk in your sleep or anything.  I realized it just now, in the bathroom." 
Frank sagged with relief.  "I wanted to tell you, but I have to protect my client-"
"Never mind that," interrupted Nella, "I know why you didn't tell me.  It's not important now.  What is important is whether or not that door lock was weird and locked from the inside with a key.  That's what you were looking for in your notes wasn't it?"
"Yes, but I need the video.  It's not in the notes, I never thought it was important.  I'm still not entirely sure that it is.  He was ill when he finally found out about the resistant strain.  We saw the infection take over.  There's no way he could have gone to steal the samples at that point.  Besides, they found him and Ann locked in the lab still."
Nella raked a hand through her hair.  She was shaking and her lungs threatened to close in the thick panic of the room.  "Frank, he wasn't sick."
"What are you talking about?  We saw it happen."
"No Frank," her voice was razor thin and insistent, "he wasn't sick.  He was pretending.  Just like Dr. Carton.  Except he didn't need to go as far."
"Nella, calm down.  You can't possibly know that." He pulled her onto the bed and wrapped the warm blanket around her shoulders.
"Remember the food system of his?  We agreed that an Infected wouldn't think to open packaged food, even if they were starving.  And it couldn't slide through the ramshackle tubes he made without clogging somewhere else- you said that."
"I remember."
"So either someone was feeding him and Ann, or he was.  He wasn't sick."
Frank rubbed his forehead and Nella knew he was convinced despite himself.  "Why would he do all that though?  Why the elaborate set up, the tube system, the key sliding underneath the door?  Why the complete breakdown on camera?  Why lock Dr. Schneider up?  What could he possibly have hoped would happen?"
Nella was silent for a moment, torn between panic and confusion.  She felt stupid and slow, as if she were in a bad dream where she could never reach her destination no matter how long she walked.  
"He knew.  He knew before they locked themselves in.  He knew about the samples, he knew about the severity and communicability of the original, he knew that millions were going to be infected.  We just assumed he didn't know until the day Dr. Schneider broke out because that's what he showed us.  But Ann said he watched all the tapes.  He had to have seen Dr. Carton.  He had to know.  We just took it for granted that he found out at the end. Just the way we assumed he was safely sealed away because he made a point of showing us the key to the door and how he put it beyond his reach.  He distracted us just enough."
"Why film it in the first place?"
"For exactly this sort of situation.  What is it they used to call it?  Plausible deniability."
"There's no way he could have known what would happen.  Assuming he knew about the incurable strain and the severity of the original Plague, the way that you say, he would have believed the world would be destroyed completely.  That there would be no one left who cared how it started or no one left with the technical know how to discover how it started.  He's just not that smart.  No one is."
"Yes, he is, Frank.  Maybe he didn't know he'd be facing a world tribunal, but he had to know that in the end, someone's head was going to roll, and he was going to make damn sure it wasn't his.  He might not have believed that anyone would survive after seeing the violence and lack of self care that Ann showed and that probably came through the news reports in the lab, but he probably would have hoped that someone would stop it, that something would be left.  I would have, if it were me.  I believe him, still, when he says that he never meant the original strain to harm anyone.  I believe that it really was an accident.  But he knew he had to get Dr. Schneider to admit she was responsible and to tell him the location of the resistant strain.  So he locked her up and recorded her.  It was all a setup."  She rubbed her sore shoulder gently and her face twisted as if she had tasted something sour and sad.  "He knew the samples were missing, because he was the one that took them.  He let us see the video because he knew we would run after Dr. Schneider.  We played right into his hands.  This whole thing was about holding her responsible."
Frank's face relaxed and he even looked cheerful.  "Then maybe he's already destroyed the samples.  Maybe they aren't even a threat."
"No," Nella said, as grim as before, "He wouldn't have destroyed them.  He needed them as evidence.  And as leverage against Dr. Schneider.  In fact, he'd probably want them as close by as possible.  In his control."
"How would he have gotten them in?  Prisoners are searched when they are booked.  Everything is taken from them."
"Everything?"
"As far as I know."
"Maybe he got someone else to bring it to him.  Or send it to him."
"He doesn't have anyone, Nella.  No matter what else he may have lied about, I believe him when he says we are the closest things to friends that he has.   Besides, all packages- anything delivered to prisoners would be checked."
"Checked how?  We're only talking about small vials here."
"I'm not sure."  Frank ran his hands slowly over his head in frustration. He looked up at her suddenly.  "But I bet Stan Kembrey would be able to tell us.  I need to get the video from the Warden's office anyway, and I want to talk to Dr. Pazzo about all this-"
"No! No Frank, he can't know that we've found him out." She gripped his arm so hard that he winced.
"Ow.  Why not?  We've done what he wanted, we brought Dr. Schneider back for trial.  Why would he bother trying to hide it now?"
"If he doesn't want to hide it, he'll turn over the samples when you tell him we didn't find them.  It will help his defense.  You don't have to tell him you know that he has them."
"I don't know that he has them.  This is all guesswork.  And you still haven't answered my question, why is it important to act as if I don't think it's him?  I'm angry that he used me.  Especially that he used you.  You've been hurt because of him.  He needs to answer for that."
She put a gentle hand on either side of his face.  "Because I'm not entirely certain that's all that he wanted.  What if there is something else?  Something we are both missing?  If he intends to use the samples, then telling him we know he has them would force his hand, he'd release them immediately.  I need time to find them before he finds out we know, and before whatever deadline he's set has passed.  If he turns them over of his own free will, then wonderful, we can all relax.  But if you go to your next meeting with him and he says nothing when you tell him the samples have been stolen, then we'll know he's not done with them yet."
"Nella, this is assuming way more than I'm comfortable with."
"This is how I work.  This is what I get paid for, what I do every day.  You need evidence because of what you do every day.  I'm not asking you to do anything, except to go on acting the same way, treating him the same way as you have all this time.  I can do the rest, probably with less suspicion than you can.  Please trust me.  Let me do my job."
He closed a warm hand around hers.  "I do trust you.  Just tell me what you need me to do.  If I can do it without compromising the case, I will."
"Judge Hawkins is holding a copy of the video right?  We need to tell him the result of our search.  We also need to ask him to keep it quiet for a little while longer.  You can pick up that copy and we can check it without anyone knowing we accessed the evidence cache at the prison.  When is your next meeting with Dr. Pazzo?"
"Normally, it would be any time between now and court on Monday."
"Would it be odd or out of the ordinary to schedule a meeting with him this afternoon?"
"A meeting with you too?"
"No, just the two of you, to discuss court strategy."
"Then it wouldn't seem odd, that would be pretty normal."
"Did you tell him where we were going before we left?"
"No, but given Dr. Schneider's presence in the prison last night, he's going to know."
"Good.  When he asks, tell him everything about the trip.  Give him a chance to turn over the samples or give him enough rope to hang himself.  Either way, we'll know."
"Nella, you are ignoring the possibility that someone else took them."
"Because the possibility is so small.  Look, Frank, I've thought about this nonstop for days.  There were only four people who knew about the resistant strain.  I'm convinced we've eliminated three of them either through motive or capacity.  Dr. Pazzo is the only one that's left."
Frank sighed.  "What are you going to be doing?"
"I need to find out if anything was delivered or returned to Dr. Pazzo.  I guess I'll start with Officer Kembrey.  Do you think he can keep his mouth shut?"
"Stan? I'd trust him with my life."
"Okay then.  I need some clothes."
Frank grinned for the first time that day.  Nella laughed.  Frank swung his legs out of bed to begin the day.  
"Frank, one more thing." Frank turned toward her.
"What's that?"
"He can't know about this- about us.  Don't give him any more power than he already has." 



No Good News
 
 
Nella let the cold flickering light of the screen strobe over her without registering what she was seeing.  It had taken Frank almost an hour to convince Judge Hawkins to give them more time before publishing a warning to the City about the missing Recharge samples.  They had agreed that she wouldn't meet the Judge, so that the sight of her injury wouldn't cause an immediate and irreversible call to the military governor.  She didn't know what he had said to finally persuade Judge Hawkins to give them more time, but she didn't envy Frank.  He'd had to walk a fine line in the narrow space between the truth and implicating his client.  His nature was too open to enjoy any aspect of it.  Nella shook her head.  How had he become a lawyer in the first place?
They sat in her living room combing through the images on Dr. Pazzo's videos, looking for a shot of the closet door.  Frank kept on, frame by frame, pausing and playing, rewinding and pausing.  Nella had stopped paying attention.  She didn't need any more proof.  She'd been convinced as soon as she heard the lock click in Frank's bathroom.  Her thoughts instead, stuttered and sparked and prickled.  She bounced between wondering what Dr. Pazzo was waiting for and how he planned to release the bacteria.  It never occurred to her to wonder whether he would release it.  
"I can't believe it," Frank said, shattering the vague haze that surrounded Nella's thoughts.  He was leaning forward, almost tilting himself off the chair in his excitement.  
A still image of the closet door sat on the screen in brooding green.  A single frame as Dr. Pazzo smashed the camera against the wall in his staged frenzy.  He had been so careful, showing only the walls or his face, even the panel of the door at times, but never the knob.  But he'd lost track of it.  He wanted to be convincing in his fury, to appear truly infected, that he'd forgotten to hide the lock.  It was a push button, just as Nella had thought.  She watched Frank sink back into the cushions beside her, almost felt his certainty and confidence drain away.  
"I'm sorry," she said.
"What do I do?"  
"Stick with the plan.  Maybe he'll admit to having the samples when you tell him we didn't find them.  But if he doesn't- we've only got one shot to find them.  Once he knows that we suspect him, he'll push up any plans he might have for the bacteria.  You have to play dumb, Frank.  Let him think he's got the power."
"You were right all along.  You told me he was trying to establish himself as the dominant one, but I didn't believe you.  How did I fall for his story?"
"It was a good story.  He said it himself.  We hate it when the bad guy gets away.  I think he's mostly telling the truth actually. His version of events seems to be verified by the others.  I don't think he was involved in releasing the original disease.  I think he did argue against using a more resistant strain.  The question is, why did he fake his infection?  Why did he wait to recover the resistant samples? And what's he planning on using them for? Why hold onto them for all these years?"
Frank stood up.  "I guess we'll find out.  I've got a meeting scheduled with him in twenty minutes.  Are you going to come too?"
"I'll come to the prison with you, but the meeting should just be between you two.  He's more likely to make a mistake with you.  I seem to put him on edge.  I want to talk to Officer Kembrey.  Dr. Pazzo had to get the samples into the prison somehow in order to keep them safe or start to revive them.  I could ask the Warden, but I have a feeling that Kembrey knows everything that goes in and out of that place."
"Stan will keep his mouth shut too.  Isn't it going to look weird if you just go to talk to him though?"
Nella waved Ann Connelly's medical record.  "I can use Ann's test results as an excuse."  
Frank looked grim.  "Is there anything you can do?  Is she going to get better?"
She sighed and shook her head.  "No.  In some cases, there is just residual swelling in the brain and we can treat that.  Even with medieval methods.  But Ann's brain- the bacteria was active for too long.  People that were infected early and treated late have holes in their brain, where the bacteria has actually eaten away at it over time.  I can't put back what's not there any more.  She won't get worse and we might be able to build different pathways in her brain for some things, but she'll never be even close to what she once was."
"There just doesn't seem to be any good news these days, does there?"  
Nella stood up and slid the medical record into her briefcase.  She looked up with a small smile.  "There's us," she said.
Frank immediately brightened up. He pulled her into a quick hug. 
"Come on," she said gently, "we're going to be late."
 



Stan Kembrey
 
 
They were both too nervous to talk on the drive to the prison.  The tension seemed to wind tighter around Nella with every turn of the tires, though she strove to keep herself calm, more for Frank's sake than hers.  They got out of the parked car without speaking and entered the prison.  Both of them wore calm, polite masks.  Nella walked behind Frank to the metal detector.  She was momentarily shocked at the ease of Frank's greeting with Stan Kembrey.  His smile was the same as the day he'd met her.  At first it unnerved Nella that he could be so casual.  She realized if she couldn't tell how anxious he was, then Dr. Pazzo certainly wouldn't, and Nella breathed easier.
"Hey Stan, I've got a few minutes before my meeting, how about a cup of coffee with me and Dr. Rider.  She hasn't had a real cup of coffee in years and I told her you had the last can in the City."
Officer Kembrey simultaneously laughed and scowled.  "That's supposed to be a secret Frank.  But now that you've spilled the beans, I guess Terry can take over for a while."
Frank groaned at the obvious pun while Terry, still looking as nervous as on Nella's first visit, cleared them.  Nella followed Frank and Officer Kembrey into a small office hardly bigger than a closet and crammed with various lockers.  Officer Kembrey sat behind his desk, just freeing enough space for Frank and Nella to stand side by side.  Frank closed the door without comment and the smile fell off his face.
"All right Frank, what's this really about?"
"Look, I don't have time to explain all of it, and I honestly think you'll sleep better at night if you never find out.  But Nell- Dr. Rider can tell you if you insist.  She really does need some information and I know you can keep your mouth shut if you need to.  I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important Stan."
"This is a good, steady job Frank. After the trial I've been guaranteed a similar post if this one is no longer needed.  I don't want to jeopardize that, even for you."
"It isn't information that's illegal or even questionable," Nella broke in quickly, "it's just that we can't afford for anyone else to know that we're asking."
Officer Kembrey leaned forward, "I don't understand."
Nella glanced at Frank.  "You better tell him," he said, "I have to go or Dr. Pazzo will get suspicious."  Frank opened the door and slid his thin frame out of it before closing it again.  
Officer Kembrey turned to Nella.  "You better sit down," he said indicating a stool jammed into the corner, "I can tell this is going to take a while."
"How much do you want to know?" asked Nella, trying to arrange herself without knocking her injured arm against the wall.
"I suppose you'd better tell me it all, otherwise I'll be up all night imagining the worst."
Nella blew out a sigh.  
"That bad, huh?" Officer Kembrey asked.
"I'm sorry to be blunt, but I don't think we have a lot of time.  Dr. Schneider and Dr. Carton developed a very dangerous bacteria before the outbreak of the Plague.  When Mr. Courtlen and I interviewed Dr. Pazzo, it turned out that he knew about it.  Frank and I went to destroy the existing samples at Dr. Carton's old lab based on Dr. Pazzo's information.  Instead of finding the samples, we found Dr. Schneider.  The samples had been stolen some time ago.  I think by Dr. Pazzo himself."
"How dangerous is this dangerous bacteria?"
"It's the incurable version of the Plague and those that were immune the first time probably won't be as lucky this time."
"Incurable?"  Officer Kembrey shook his head, "And you think Dr. Pazzo has it?"
"That's what I want to ask you about.  But if he does have it and finds out we're asking, whatever his plans are, could change."
Officer Kembrey rocked back in his seat and scratched the back of his head.  "He was brought in with what was on him when he was Cured.  But he didn't get to keep much of it."
"What did he come in with?"
Officer Kembrey opened a desk drawer with a rusty squeal.  He rummaged around for a second and then pulled out a thin, plain folder.  He opened it on the desk and then fumbled around the cluttered desk for reading glasses.  At last he said, "It looks like a set of clothing provided by the Cure personnel, a wallet, a dead cell phone and three fountain pens.  Uh, it looks like the wallet had thirteen dollars, a state ID and a university ID in it and . . . Nothing else.  That's weird."
"What's weird?" Nella asked, leaning quickly forward.
"Well, I've been an intake officer for years, since before the Plague even.  Nobody walks into prison with just an ID.  It just doesn't happen.  Okay, I've seen people without credit cards or identification.  I've even seen people come in without keys to their car or house.  That happens.  But I've never seen anyone, even a homeless person, come in without some of the normal stuff in their wallets.  This guy had no bank card, no grocery card, no video club card, not even a library card- and he was a university professor.  No metro ticket, no pictures, not even an old condom wrapper.  Nothing.  It would be written here if he had.  Combined with the fact that he didn't have any keys at all, not even to the lab he was found in. . . It's like all he wanted us to know about him was his name.  Like he knew what we'd be looking for-"
Nella stood up and banged her wounded shoulder on an overhanging locker. Officer Kembrey winced in sympathy but Nella hardly noticed.  "Like he knew what you'd be looking for so you wouldn't look any farther.  So you wouldn't look at any of the other things he came in with, because they'd be normal, easy, nothing to remark at, nothing to remember.  What else did you say he came in with?"
Officer Kembrey glanced at the paper.  "His clothes, a dead cell phone and three fountain pens."
"What would he have been allowed to keep?"
He shook his head.  "Well, none of it.  At least at first.  He would have been given his wallet back without the cash.  There's a note from the Warden saying he requested the fountain pens back and some paper after a few days.  It looks like he was given those.  Nothing else, not that there was much anyway."
Nella was confused.  What good were fountain pens and an empty wallet?  "Has he received any mail? Or had any visitors who could give him anything?"
He flipped through the few pages in the folder.  "He's had a few letters from Frank of course.  And the books that you brought in for him just a little bit ago, but no, he hasn't had any deliveries.  As for visitors . . . Just Frank, you and- oh yeah, I remember this guy.  Ned Glist.  He was a jeweler that Dr. Pazzo commissioned.  He wanted to get something nice for the defense attorneys.  The Warden approved it, as long as Mr. Glist didn't bring any tools with him.  The guy came in empty handed, we checked him thoroughly."
"Do you know what type of jewelry he was supposed to make?"
"No, we didn't ask. It would have to be checked back through here anyway when it was done and sent to the Warden's office for safekeeping."
Nella felt panic claw it's way up her throat.  "Did the guy leave with anything?"
"Sorry Dr. Rider, we don't really check what people leave with, just what they come in with. You and Frank could talk to him though."
"Not without him talking to Dr. Pazzo."
"I bet you could if you were clever.  You and Frank go talk to this guy, tell him that Dr. Pazzo recommended him, because jewelers are scarce now.  In fact I think he's actually a wire wrapper down at the electric plant these days.  I have no idea how Dr. Pazzo found him or what he's intending to pay him with.  Anyway, tell him you two are shopping for a ring and hint at Dr. Pazzo's order and see if he'll gab.  Tell him he has to keep the ring a secret though, because there'd be trouble at court if anyone found out you two were seeing each other."
Nella blushed and looked confused.  Officer Kembrey smiled.  "Yeah, I didn't think that was too far off the mark.  But no one'll hear it from me.  Anyway, what exactly am I looking for, in case these samples haven't got here yet?"
Nella collected herself and sat carefully back onto the stool.  "The samples were in small glass test tubes.  As long as they are still sealed in those vials they are okay.  Once they are exposed to the air though, the bacteria will either die or start spreading."
"How long do they have to be open before the bacteria spreads?"
Nella shrugged.  "Depending on the ease of transmission, a few hours to a few days?  This is a more potent version of the Plague, so I'd bet on sooner rather than later."
He ran a shaky hand through his spiky, graying hair.  "Well," he said brightly, "I guess that's good news in a way.  We're either already sick or it hasn't happened yet, because nothing like that has come through in the past few days.  Or ever."
"I doubt anyone would bring the test tubes in openly.  And glass won't set off the metal detector."
"The only people who have been through here since you two took off were staff.  Even Mr. Green hasn't been by.  And if Dr. Pazzo has staff working for him, well, we might as well give up now."
"What could they be hidden in?"
Officer Kembrey stood up.  "Listen, Dr. Rider, let me work on that.  It's my job to find contraband, and to find it quietly.  You can help by visiting that jeweler and by acting normal.  We're going to find those samples.  The fewer people that know about it, the less panic we'll cause and the less likely Dr. Pazzo- or whoever has them, is going to jump the gun.  Are you sure he would keep them here?"
Nella stood up too.  "Yes.  Dr. Pazzo needs to be in control.  Having them nearby would ensure that he could use them when and how he wanted without relying on outside help.  It would also give him a sense of power even in here.  Trust me, that stuff is my job."
"Okay then.  Let's both get to work.  I'll find a reason to get into his cell and soon.  If I find anything, if I even guess anything, you and Frank will be the first to know.  If the jeweler tells you anything, you let me know."
Nella shook his hand with her good one.  "Thank you Officer Kembrey, it's such a relief to have help."
He put one hand on her good shoulder.  "We'll find them Dr. Rider.  It's going to be all right."
She smiled at him through her worry.



Forever in a Place Like This
 
 
Nella passed the cafeteria on the way to the infirmary to discuss Ann's medical results.  The clatter of warming pans reminded her of something Dr. Schneider had said.  The bacteria would have to be revived in some sort of broth and was it jello?  No, gelatin.  Nella wondered if it would matter if it were jello.  She wheeled around and headed into the cafeteria.  A few shiny faced ladies were joking good naturedly as they lowered steaming pans into the cafeteria bar.  
"Excuse me," Nella said, smiling.
The nearest lady looked up. "Hi honey, we're running a little late today, we'll be open in just a few minutes."
"Oh! You're fine, I'm not trying to hurry you," said Nella, "I actually came by to see if you had a record of what the prisoners have been ordering for their meals."
The lady eyed her suspiciously.  "You aren't press are you?" she asked, "That's not really information we give out."
Nella stuck out her good hand.  "I'm sorry, I haven't even introduced myself.  I'm Dr. Rider, I was sent by the court to make sure the prisoners are healthy enough for trial."
The lady shook her hand, "Ah, well that's different.  You want to make sure they are eating, right?"
"Yes, that's right.  Do you keep track of what they order and how much they send back?"
"Sure, but we're about to get awfully busy.  The staff lunch is about to start."
"I can come back, say, an hour from now?"
"All right then, Doc.  We'll have the list for you.  How far back do you want?"
Nella thought for a moment.  It had taken a little over a month for the first Plague's symptoms to begin.  "Is six weeks ok?  For Robert Pazzo and Ann Connelly and of course, Gerta Schneider from now on."  She thanked the lady and continued on to the infirmary.  She tried not to wonder how Frank was doing, but in the hundred yards from the cafeteria to the infirmary she worried about him at least a half dozen times.  She was distracted enough that she had forgotten why she had headed to the infirmary in the first place and spent several seconds trying to remember before anyone noticed her.
"Dr. Rider," said a nurse pleasantly, his cool, crisp uniform almost an aura of order around him, "did you want me to check your dressing?"
Nella shook herself, "Oh, no thank you.  I'm here to talk to the physician about Ann Connelly's test results.  Is he busy?"
The nurse's polite smile stuttered.  "I'll grab him for you.  But Mr. Green let us know in no uncertain terms that he wanted to be present whenever Miss Connelly was discussed- especially if it was at your request."
Nella sucked in a bitter breath.  "Ah, I see.  Well, I don't want to make trouble, would you mind contacting both him and the physician?  I will talk to them together at their convenience.  In the mean time, I'm going to see my patient."
"I'm sorry, Dr. Rider."
Nella shook her head and smiled.  "Don't be, it isn't your fault.  It's perfectly all right."  She turned and walked down the hallway back toward the cell block.  It wasn't all right.  You'd think after the world fell to pieces that the jurisdictional bullshit would go away too.  I guess if we only have one small city left to fight over, we're going to fight over every inch.  Nella lightly rubbed her sore shoulder.  It would be one thing if Mr. Green wanted to be present to protect his client.  All he wants to know is how soon I'll pronounce her incompetent and he can get back to the golf course.  Or whatever it is post-apocalyptic lawyers do in their spare time these days.  Nella stifled a perverse laugh as soon as she thought it.  She approached the heavy metal door into the cell block and peeked through the mesh filled window while the door opened, hoping to see Frank at the conference table.  It was empty.  She couldn't decide if that was good or bad.  Where would they be meeting if not in the block?  Was he already finished?  Did he know where the samples were?  She took a deep breath and headed for Ann's cell.  Frank was right.  She did over-analyze everything.
Officer Wells met her at the cell door.  "Hi Doc.  Geez, what happened?"
Nella half panicked, not having prepared a story for her injury.  No one else had cared enough to be curious, not even the infirmary staff.  "Oh," she said, far more calmly than she felt, "it was a stupid accident.  I was trying to fix the tiller I borrowed from a neighbor.  I got a rock stuck in the blade and I sliced my shoulder pulling it out."  She was shocked at the evenness of her own voice.  Her brain remembered the actual injury in excruciating detail and sweat popped out on her forehead, but she kept her face cheerful.  Wells winced.  "Ouch Doc.  You sure are accident prone.  You have to be more careful."
Nella chuckled although she didn't feel like laughing it off.  "You're telling me.  Pain killers are hard to come by these days.  Anyway, how's our Ann?"
"She seems much better now that we've taken her outside a few times.  She had to be heavily sedated when she was sent for those tests, but she's been pretty calm since then."
"Good.  The more consistent we can be, the better she'll do I think."
Wells squinted and Nella was alarmed to see that he was on the verge of tears.  "She's not going to get better is she Doc?"
Nella set down the briefcase and patted his arm.  "I'm sorry Wells, she has some pretty bad permanent damage.  I'm afraid the best we can hope for is more good days than bad.  The more you let her walk around outside or talk with her, even about little things, the better she'll do though.  Pieces of her brain are missing, but it can rewire itself.  I took her off the antibiotics the physician had her on.  He thought they were helping, but they were actually making things worse.  From now on, she should get better at things like walking and responding to people, even her speech should get better."
Wells swiped at his eyes with a sleeve.  "But she's never going to get out of here is she?  Or another place like here, even if the trial goes well."
"She's going to need to be in constant care for the rest of her life.  She's always going to have tics, like biting, and scratching.  And when she gets emotional she'll probably always try to do herself some kind of harm.  Those things just aren't in her control.  She's never going to be able to cook a meal or drive a car- or even remember much about what happened after the onset of the Plague."
"That's what Johnson thought.  We've been talking.  We're both supposed to rotate out of here after the trial, that's actually why we both agreed to this post.  It meant we could do something else after.  But I think- we think, it might be best if we stay with Ann wherever she ends up.  She's used to us and we understand her, most of the time.  I mean, I know we'll have to get medical training-"
"Actually, I think you and Johnson have as much training as anyone else these days.  I'm afraid medical training consists mostly of first aid and cpr now.  And I'm sure you already know that much.  I think it's an excellent idea.  Ann couldn't ask for a better set of caregivers.  Of course, I can't say for sure what the Judges' ruling will be, but I'm fairly confident that Ann will not pass her competency hearing.  The Judges will decide where she should go, but I'll be able to make a recommendation.  I'll certainly suggest that you two stick with her, if you're sure that's what you want."
Wells nodded.  "We're sure.  Thanks Doc."
Nella placed her briefcase beside the door with a smile.  She began to pull the cell door open and turned back to Wells.  "Brace yourself," she said, "Mr. Green is on his way with the physician to discuss Ann's condition and treatment."
Wells groaned and Nella walked into the cell.



A Funeral That Hasn't Happened Yet
 
 
Nella had a small migraine by the time she headed back to the cafeteria.  She suppressed a sigh as she was handed the small novel that made up the meal record for Dr. Pazzo and Ann.  She walked back toward the prison's reception area, giving Stan Kembrey a furtive glance on her way.  Frank was not waiting for her, though more than two hours had passed since they'd split up.  She couldn't decide if it was a good sign or a bad sign.  Not seeing him and Dr. Pazzo on the cell block had caused a dull drumbeat of worry to start in her head and it had only grown since then.  She sat in the chair closest to the door and began flipping through the list of prisoner meals.  She tried to concentrate on what she read, but between her headache and growing anxiety, she couldn't decide what could be important and what was not.
At last she heard the quick, light clip of Frank's shoes on the hallway floor.  She heard him call a goodbye to Officer Kembrey.  She snapped open her briefcase and slid the meal record in for later.  She closed it and looked up as he collapsed into the hard seat next to her.  He set his own case on the floor and leaned forward, his hands scrubbing his face.  The reception area was empty except for the two of them and the florescent lights hummed cold and dismal above them like an echo of the aching space in Nella's head.  She put a soft hand on his bony knee.  
"I'm sorry," she said.
He straightened up and put a warm hand over hers, squeezing gently.  He tilted the back of his head against the wall and turned to look at her.  He smiled.  "Let's go home."
He stood up, pulling her up with him and they pushed through the heavy glass door, out of the gray, changeless world of the prison into the mild sun of early spring.  The world smelled green, even the steaming parking lot.  The sound of birds was almost overwhelming.  Nella winced in anticipation of a spike of pain.  But her headache seemed to evaporate instead.  For an instant Frank was a dark shadow against the bright sky.  A thin, elongated icon, a cave painting.  Just a memory of what men had been.  Nella felt a strange sense of displacement, again realizing that the world would go on, was going on, almost without change.  Even without humanity directing it.  This time, though, the thought brought no comfort.  Her eyes adjusted and Frank was solid flesh again, but her mind lingered in the same deep, panic worn rut.  
The car was silent and hot, a breathless tomb that had lost the crisp linen smell of him.  Instead the air was limp and stale and Nella felt herself drowning in the stillness.  She rubbed away a few weak tears before Frank could see them.  He slid into the car and rolled the windows down.  The car idled with a muted thrum as he stared blankly at the low gray prison.  At last he shifted the car into drive.  His voice was gutteral and rough.  "For the first time in my life," he said, "I sincerely hope that Hell is real."  
The car lurched out of its spot and tore away from the prison lot.  "It'll be a much shorter eternity if I know he's burning alongside me."
Nella felt her eyes spark and pinch again.  "Don't say that," she said quietly.
"Sorry."
Nella watched the road turn rosy in the last light of the sun.  She could hear the frogs singing loudly through the open window and the breeze was soft and smelled like crushed grass.  She watched a sprinkling of lights turning on, like a string with too many burnt out bulbs.  The car swerved and she looked back at Frank in alarm.  He was wiping his eyes with one hand and trying to steer with the other.  The car swerved into the soft, muddy shoulder and stopped. Nella reached over and put the car into park before turning it off.  She unbuckled as Frank doubled over, his head in his hands.  He tried so hard to hold back that he shook and his chest was a collapsed, breathless cave.  Nella wrapped her arms around him as well as she could without speaking.  They stayed that way a long time.  The fresh, clean breeze swirled through the car and the frog song an unearthly choir around them.  She felt as if she were at a funeral that hadn't happened yet.  She stroked the back of his neck with her warm fingers, but he was like a closed shell, a stone without cracks.  She felt tears cooling on her own face, but she couldn't have said whether it was because of his grief or hers.  She pressed her forehead gently against his cheek and at last he turned toward her.  She pulled him further into her arms and he took a deep, ragged breath.  She could feel the sobs shaking in his throat, but he kept them there after a struggle.
"What happened?" she whispered and held his face in her hands.
"I really didn't believe he had them.  I thought he might, you know, when I realized that he hadn't really locked himself in, but I didn't really believe it.  And then, when you said it out loud, I started to think I was wrong, but I still thought he wasn't really going to use them, I'd just talk to him and he'd hand them over.  If he wanted to destroy the world, he would have done it long before I met him, wouldn't he?"  His voice broke and his breath was a sharp, hot wind over her arms.  "All I had to do was reason with him and he'd turn the samples over.  Then everything would be all right.  The world would be safe," he laughed a little and looked at her, though his eyes still streamed, "You'd be safe.  I'd be a hero."
Instead of answering, she pulled his mouth to hers.  She could feel the tiny explosions of breath against her lips as he tried to suppress his grief.  She kissed him until his breath smoothed out.  
"I promised you that I would find them. I promised you that everything would be all right, that this was just the beginning.  But when I told him about Dr. Carton and about his lab and finding Dr. Schneider but not the samples- I would have known then, even if we hadn't figured it out before.  He was so smug.  He was like a snake closing in, tightening around all the time left in the world.  And I knew before I even finished that he wasn't going to turn them over.  I wanted to hit him,"  He shook his head, "No, that's not true.  I wanted to kill him.  Right there.  With my own hands.  I haven't felt that way since- in a long time."
He touched her shoulder gently, feeling the ragged scar through her shirt and bandage.  "Everything is repeating.  The world is still dying.  I still can't protect what I love.  And I'm still a monster.  Nothing has gotten any better."
"You aren't a monster."
"Normal people don't think about killing other people unless it's to survive."
Nella laughed.  "Yes they do Frank.  Especially these days.  The sane ones just don't go through with it."  She drew her fingertips down the hollow of his cheek.  "You don't need to protect me.  We are going to find the samples, and the world will go on and the sun will rise and the summer will come just as it has always done.  But Frank, if we don't- if the worst happens, you don't need to protect me.  Whatever comes, you don't have to shield me.  This is lonely enough without that."
His breath hitched and heaved again and he closed his eyes, trying to calm himself.  She pulled away from him slowly and got out of the car.  She walked carefully over to his side, her shoes sinking in the soft spring mud, the gnats making a halo of fluttering gold around her.  She opened his door.  He unfolded himself and she was again reminded of a cave painting, a purple shadow of what had been rather than what was.  He reached for her and they stood leaning against the warm car on the edge of the empty road as the last of the sun retreated and the City edged the horizon with a thin vein of light.  
 



Midnight Mob
 
 
The packet of meal records slid from Nella's limp hand as she dozed in Frank's office.  It slumped white on the dark carpet and the slight breeze on her legs woke her up.  She leaned over and scooped up the papers.  She started to straighten them into a neat pile and then gave up, tossing them haphazardly into her open briefcase beside her.  She'd finished with them anyway.  Nothing pure enough to revive the samples had been served in the past six weeks.  All she had to show for her trouble was the return of a thumping headache.  Nella switched off the light and walked carefully into the bedroom, trying not to bump anything in the unfamiliar dark.  Frank's back was a dark mountain range gently eroded by the blankets into softer lines.  She undressed and stretched her wounded shoulder carefully.  She was relieved to be free of the sling and decided not to wear it again.  It just caused more questions than she wanted to answer.  The sheets were cold as she slid onto them, but she didn't want to wake him, so she left the space between them open.  Her eyes slowly adjusted and she could make out the tired lines on Frank's face.  He remained sad and exhausted, even asleep.  
She resisted the urge to smooth the worry from his face with her hand.  Surely, he had to have defended people  he knew had committed a crime before.  He may not like to lie, but she'd seen him do it without too much trouble before.  Admittedly, there had probably never been this much at stake before.  Nella closed her eyes.  She ought to be worried about whether she would blow it herself, rather than whether he would.  Her thoughts fluttered like gray moths.  Sadness for Frank,  the strange visit of the jeweler, Wells's worried face.  One by one they made their circuits and floated away.
A thunk and a chiming crash woke her with a start.  She froze and sucked in a panicked breath.  Frank's was already sitting up on one elbow.  He brushed his fingers across her back, looking for glass.  "Are you all right?  Did it hit you?" he asked.
Nella was still disoriented.  "What?  I don't think so.  What is it?"
"Fucking zombie!" floated up from the street, "Don't even have the decency to shoot the bastard when you're with him."  The voice was oily and uneven.  
"Drunk.  Great, it's starting early."  Frank stood up looking for his clothing in the dark.  Nella sat up.  "No," he whispered, "stay there.  There's probably glass on your side.  And this guy might have a gun or friends or something."
Nella grabbed his wrist.  "Don't go," she hissed, "Just let them go away."
"I have to.  I have to at least see who it is."
"No, why?  They're all the same.  What if there's more than one?"
"What if they want to burn the house down?"
"No Frank, don't-"
He leaned over and hugged her.  "I have to.  I'll be careful.  Stay here, don't let them see you." He pulled his wrist gently out of her hand and padded into the hallway in only his shorts.  Nella scrambled to find her clothes. She crept down the stairs after him as he closed the front door behind him.  The pack from their trip was still sitting beside overstuffed chair in the living room.  She felt around in the pockets and found one of the guns.  She thought it was the pistol but couldn't be sure even by touch.  She pulled the thick curtain an inch or two from the window and peered out into the dark street.  The man was still yelling and the lights in the neighborhood were beginning to turn on, casting light onto the street in long, thick teeth of pallid gold.  She could see the man half tilted over and holding a bottle by its neck.  She couldn't see his face.  Frank must have sensed she was there, because he moved in front of the window, blocking the man from her sight.  
"Terry?  Go home.  I won't tell anyone you were here.  Just go home and sleep it off." She heard Frank's voice as if it were far away, through water.  Terry? Wasn't that the new guard's name at the prison? She tried to peer around Frank's back, pulling the curtain a little farther from the window.
"You're a piece of work you know 'at?  Your neighbors know what you done?"  Terry stumbled in a half circle, facing the growing pool of window lights.  His arm flailed upward with the almost empty bottle.  Nella watched as Frank walked calmly toward him.
"'Ese your friends?  Nah.  Zombies ain't got no friends.  You eats each other 'stead."
Nella paced to the door and opened it just a crack so that she could hear as Frank told him firmly and quietly to get lost.  
"HE ATE HIS WIFE.  AND A KID.  A KID," Terry yelled.  A baby down the street began to squall and Nella watched as a few men emerged from their front doors.  Most were half dressed, their scars twisting like vines on their faces and legs and arms.  Some were missing limbs.  A few were carrying weapons.  Bats, hockey sticks, golf clubs, tire irons, all shining like teeth in the light from the windows.  She watched Terry recoil, their presence reaching through the thick haze of drunk and hate.  "I see," he said, nodding conspiratorially, "You're all zombies."  He stumbled and Frank caught him before his face could hit the pavement.  Terry shoved him off.  "Ge' off monser.  James Grant tole me whatchu done.  I know whatchu are.  'ID YOU KNOW HE'S THE LAWYER FOR PATS- PAAAAZ- FOR THE GUY WHAT DID THIS TO YOU? 'ID YOU KNOW HE'S GOING TO HELP THE GUY GO FREE.  ALL OUR LIVES IS RUINT BUT THOSE THAT DID IT, THEY GETS TO GO FREE.  AN' THIS ZOMBIE PROLLY GETS A SHITLOAD OF MONEY FOR IT.  YOU BELIE' THAT?"
The neighbors began descending from their stoops.  Almost at the same time.  Some hobbling, some smoothly sauntering, but all closing in on Frank and Terry.  Nella held her breath and she checked the gun in the light filtering through the crack in the door.  Ten or a dozen men formed a half circle around the two.  Nella could see Frank's posture change.  He grew bigger, lengthening as his muscles tensed and straightened and his long hands clenched.
"Oh shit," said Terry.
One very large man in the group of neighbors growled, "You're awfully lost Immune.  This is our home.  You aren't welcome here."
"Can go where I want," said Terry, puffing his chest out in false bravado.
Another man slapped a tire iron on his open palm as he closed the distance between the crowd and Terry.  "Yeah?  You know what we do to Immunes here?"
Terry shook his head.  A reedy man circled around behind Terry while the one with the tire iron kept talking.  Nella felt like shrinking away from the door to hide, but she remained still.  "Well," said the man with the tire iron, "When we get tired of taking chunks out of each other and an Immune wanders in . . ."
"We eats 'em!" said the reedy man in a falsetto shriek and snapped his teeth together with a sharp click that even Nella could hear.  Terry screeched and scrambled away from the group.  He dropped the bottle as he ran back toward the City's center, not even bothering to stop and pick it up.  Nella heard the men erupt in low chuckles and the lights in the windows slowly began winking out.  But Frank still looked ready for a fight and she couldn't bring herself to quite relax.  He turned toward the collapsing circle of neighbors and she could see the stress lines on his brow even in the half light.  His scar pulsed and jittered as if he were grinding his teeth.  She half opened the door, but the large man said easily, "You okay Frank?"  and the reedy man clapped him on the shoulder.  
"Yeah," said Frank and she watched him relax and uncoil.  She decided not to move and stayed in the shadow of the open door.  "I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to bring trouble to anyone but myself.  I don't even know why I chose to do this anymore."
"No one could think ill of you if you decided to drop the case Frank," said the man with the tire iron, "God knows you've as much or more cause to hate Pazzo as the rest of us."
Frank glanced uneasily back at her.  Me? She thought, he's worried that I'll be upset if he drops the case? "Even people we hate deserve to have their say.  We've all done things we aren't happy about.  Wouldn't we all want the same?" Frank asked, as if someone had argued with him.  Nella suspected this had been a long and frequent discussion in the neighborhood.
"We know why you're doing it Frank," said the large man, "No one here's going to harass you about it."
"Thanks."  She could hear the relief in his tone of voice.
"C'mon guys, it's late," yawned a neighbor.  The others split gently, each shaking Frank's hand or slapping his back and calling "goodnight" over their shoulders.
"Go on," said the reedy man, pushing Frank back towards the house, "Your girl must be out-of-her-mind worried.  And tell her I didn't mean any harm." He clicked his teeth together again, grinning.
"You shouldn't keep her cooped up like that Frank," said the big man, "It's not polite you know.  My wife said she was a good Doc.  Helped her a lot in the Cure camp."
Frank laughed, embarrassed, and Nella blushed behind the door.  "Okay, we'll have a block party or something.  We'll be more social I promise."
He padded easily back to the door and flipped on the light.  "See, I told you they gossiped," he said, without commenting on the gun in her hand.  She replaced it in the pack without apologizing for it.
"Are you okay?" she asked as he caught her around the waist.
"I'm okay.  Are you?"
She nodded and blew out a shaky breath in relief.
"It won't be the last time you know," he brushed a loose length of hair from her forehead.  "It won't be Terry, I think I can safely guarantee that.  But it'll be someone.  Maybe not drunk next time.  Maybe mean and sober."
"I know."
"Maybe I should take you home.  You'll be safer there until the trial is over."
"Don't you dare.  You want me to lie awake every night worrying that you got killed?  I'll just drive down here and sleep in the car every night." She pulled him up the stairs so he wouldn't think of it any longer.  They carefully cleaned the glass up together and Frank pushed the desk over to cover the broken pane.  
Nella was exhausted.  She had barely fallen asleep when Terry had thrown the rock through the window, and it had already been very late. She pressed her cheek against his chest.  Her breath fell on him in a warm, curling mist.  "Frank," she said, already more than half asleep, "I won't be upset if you want to give up the trial.  I'll understand if you can't do it, knowing what you know now."
"I can do it.  It's just going to be harder."  Frank's voice was bitter and slow.
"We could find a boat.  We could just disappear."
He stroked her hair with his fingertips.  "Nella, would you really disappear with me?  We might never come back."
Nella yawned.  "I know."
"After the trial."
"Stan said we should go see the jeweler tomorrow.  Say we're finding a ring.  I think he knows I love you Frank . . ." She murmured, trailing off into sleep.
"What jeweler?" asked Frank, but she didn't hear him.
 



The Jeweler
 
 
"I don't like this plan," Sevita grumbled.  Nella sighed and strained to see into the power plant's dark interior.
"You couldn't think of a better one," she said, giving up and turning back toward her friend.  "Besides, what could happen?  This guy is just a jeweler.  Pazzo wouldn't have any co-conspirators.  He's too controlling for that."
"Why couldn't I have gone instead of Christine?"
Nella laughed.  "You're too well known.  It would have been career suicide.  If anyone, it should have been me and Christine that went."
"You're no good at lying.  He would have seen right through you."
"I know, I know.  This way no one gets caught."
"That's so boring," Sevita grumbled.
Nella laughed.  Sevita tapped her fingers along her knee and Nella rolled the window down for some fresh air.  "You're sure that's all he brought in with him?" Sevita asked.
"Hmm? Oh, Dr. Pazzo, yeah, three pens, an almost empty wallet and a dead cell phone."
"Well did anyone check the lab where he was found?"
"Yeah, I asked Frank that too.  He says they took everything apart inch by inch for the investigation."
"What about weird places, like inside the vending machines or those tubes he pretended were feeding them?"
"You aren't going to rest until you see it for yourself, are you?"
"Frank must have access to it, as part of the defense team."
"Ask him."
"Can't you ask him for me?  He's more likely to say yes to you.  He'll say yes to anything you ask," Sevita smiled slyly at her. 
"I doubt anyone will need much persuading.  Go to Judge Hawkins and ask.  They want you to document the case right?  That's part of it I would assume."
"No, I asked already," Sevita pouted, "He said it would influence people's opinions unfairly.  Too much gore, it would inflame emotions or something."
"Then don't get Frank in trouble!"
"I'm not! I just think we should check to make sure Pazzo didn't hide it there."
"He would've expected the place to be searched.  Besides, I know he wants to keep those samples near him.  He can't risk anyone finding them.  But if you swear to me that nothing will get accidentally aired, I'll ask Frank if we can look around."
Sevita was satisfied and let Nella return to her worrying in peace.  They didn't have very long to wait.  Christine was blushing on her way back to the car and wouldn't meet their eyes.  Nella was amused, thinking Frank must have kissed her to convince the guy.  Frank was only a few steps behind and got into the car without saying anything.  He looked nervous.  Sevita leaned forward and picked up Christine's hand.
"Chris, you dope, you had my ring on the whole time.  How's the guy going to believe you now?"
Christine glanced at Frank and he shook his head slightly.  Nella just caught it.  "We told him we wanted to upgrade," said Christine still blushing.  
"Well?  What happened?" asked Sevita impatiently.
Nella leaned forward, forgetting Christine's confusion and Frank's warning.  Frank started the car.  "Dr. Pazzo was very specific about what he wanted.  He ordered gold plated fountain pens for the defense attorneys.  Even Dr. Schneider's, although we hadn't found her yet," he said grimly.
Sevita glanced at her.  Nella collapsed back into her seat, all the feeling draining into her feet.  Sevita kept her voice low so Christine couldn't hear.  "That's it, isn't it?"
Nella nodded.
"Then why don't we just go get the pens from his cell?  That must be where he's keeping them."
"What if they aren't there?  Then he'll know we're looking for them.  He might release it right there and then."
"Can anyone get into his cell without him knowing?"
"Not until he's in court.  And then we've all got to be there."
"You don't, as long as you've already testified."
Nella leaned forward, speaking over the whipping breeze that filled the car.  "Frank, when is he supposed to deliver them? And where?"
"He said he was supposed to deliver them to court on verdict day.  Those were Dr. Pazzo's express instructions."  He paused and the despairing look he gave her in the rearview mirror made her heart ache.  "That gives us about two weeks."
"That short?" asked Sevita.
"I can try to stall, but I can't do very much.  The prosecution elected to skip survivor testimonies at the beginning of the process.  The government thought it would be bad for morale to rehash what people had gone through, especially since we've all been through it.  It isn't like other tribunals where the world needs to be educated about what happened.  We all know too well.  I thought I was doing the right thing by agreeing to skip that part.  And then there is Ann's attorney, but I have a feeling Ann's case will be dismissed in short order, right Nella?"
"I filed a finding that she was incompetent and I haven't heard any protest from the prosecution's side, so it will be fast."
"That leaves Dr. Schneider's attorney.  I don't know her, we've never met before.  But I assume it's in her best interest to gloss over most of the evidence and concentrate on the work Dr. Schneider did on the Cure.  So barring a sparring match between the two of us or between the prosecutor and Dr. Schneider's attorney, it will probably be pretty fast."
"I don't think Dr. Schneider is going to have it all her own way," Sevita said,  "Ms Jacobsen and I had a long talk with Dr. Carton."
"Jesus," swore Frank, "You're lucky I'm not representing Dr. Schneider.  I'm going back to manual labor after this.  There's no way I can do this job with you around." 
They pulled up in front of Christine's apartment.  Nella got out and Christine hugged her, pressing Nella's keys into her hand.  
"I'm glad I didn't need to use these.  Frank's a wonderful person," she blurted out and turned away, quickly climbing her stairs and disappearing inside.
"That was weird," said Sevita.  "Don't worry, I'll ferret it out of her before long."
"Nella, would you mind driving?" Frank asked suddenly.  
"Sure," she said, stretching her bad arm to test it.  She walked around to the driver's side and got in.  She glanced over, but Frank had walked away from the car and was talking earnestly to Sevita in front of the building.  Sevita glanced nervously at her and looked away quickly.  Nella was confused.  Frank returned to the car.  
"What was all that about?" Nella asked.
"Hmm?" he asked with a cheerful smile, "Oh that? I was just telling Sevita to remember that this was all a secret and to be careful who she told what."
Nella didn't believe him, but she held her tongue.  He leaned back into the seat and brushed wind whipped hair off her face.  "Let's not think about it any more today.  We can't do anything else yet can we?"
Nella shook her head.  "Then let's pretend none of this is happening.  Just for today.  Let's just be us."
"Okay," she said and flashed him a watery smile before turning the car off and getting out.
"What are you doing?" he asked.  
"We're going to be us today.  I thought we could walk to the Farm.  Maybe see a guy about a boat."
He stuck his hands into his pockets and kicked a stone into the road.  "You know a guy with a boat?" he asked.
"Mmhmm."
"And you settled for a guy like me?"
She laughed.  "You have thicker, more luxuriant hair."
Frank rubbed the soft skin of his head.  "Yeah," he sighed, "I've always been lucky that way." 
He kissed her in the warm spring sun and they headed down the crazy cracked pavement toward the transformed park that now fed the last city in the world.



Opening Statements
 
 
The crowd pressed in around Nella and Sevita, even more people packed into the large auditorium than there had been last time.  Sevita reveled in it, but Nella could only think of how easy it would be to infect everyone at once with every steaming breath that rolled against her back and stuck to the windows.  Someone sneezed off to the right and Nella recoiled.
"Sorry," said an elderly man with an early tan.  He held up a bright handkerchief.  "Hay fever," he confided to Nella.  She smiled to show him she wasn't worried about it.
Frank was sitting with Dr. Pazzo, trying to make calm and cheerful conversation.  She could tell by the way he gripped the side of the table that he was uncomfortable and nervous.  Dr. Pazzo, on the other hand, seemed completely at ease, leaning back in his chair and talking casually to Wells as Johnson kept a gentle hand on Ann's shoulder.  Ann was mildly sedated again, but the crowd was overwhelming anyway.  She rocked slightly and chewed the bandages on her hands whenever Johnson was distracted.  Mr. Green completely ignored her.  He was laughing with Dr. Schneider's attorney, an attractive blonde who looked far too young to ever have finished law school.  Nella knew better though.  She had been a big name even when Nella had been in school.  She wondered what Dr. Schneider had to trade to get her.  Or maybe this lawyer did it just for the fame of defending the maker of the Cure.  Nella looked over toward the prosecution.  Ms Jacobsen looked exhausted and cranky.  Good thought Nella Maybe she'll contest the finding on Ann's competency and buy me some time.  But Nella suspected it had more to do with the last minute addition of Dr. Carton to the witness list and Dr. Schneider to the defendant list.  
The microphones turned on with a loud crack and the bailiff called for everyone to rise.  The three judges walked out on to the dais and everyone returned to their seats with a rustle and then silence. The judges straightened their files and the bailiff talked with them in a low voice.  There was a loud hacking cough somewhere in the crowd.  Nella saw Frank look straight toward her as her own heart jumped out of its setting.  He quickly looked back at his papers, but she saw his hand curl even tighter on the outer table edge.  She couldn't tell if Dr. Pazzo had noticed.
"Good morning ladies and gentlemen," said Judge Hawkins, "Ms Jacobsen, would you read the indictments please?"
Ms Jacobsen stood up and smoothed her jacket.  She spoke clearly and loudly and was assisted by two sign language interpreters on either side of the room.  The mass of people were utterly silent.
"Ann Connelly, Dr. Robert Pazzo and Dr. Gerta Schneider stand accused of violating the Geneva Biological Weapons Convention, the Nuremberg Code and the United States Common Rule of research.
Each of the defendants participated in the development of the Recharge bacteria and after discovering its rapid rate of contagion and the dangerous effects the bacteria had on the human brain, failed both to contain it or to alert the proper authorities to its presence and symptoms.  The citizens of the world were the unwitting and unfortunate de facto test subjects of the Recharge bacteria.  Each defendant directly contributed to the death of millions of human beings through reckless disregard of proper handling, testing procedure and containment practices.  Dr. Robert Pazzo also stands accused of the wrongful restraint of Dr. Gerta Schneider and neglecting to seek proper medical care for Ann Connelly.  In addition, Dr. Gerta Schneider stands accused of theft, transportation of dangerous materials without precaution, and the kidnapping and enslavement of Dr. Michael Carton."
The crowd erupted and even the two subsidiary judges looked shocked.  Judge Hawkins called for calm.  "Would the defendants please enter their plea?"  he asked.
Dr. Schneider and Dr. Pazzo entered not guilty pleas in order.  Mr. Grant stood up for Ann.  "My client was directed to undergo a competency evaluation.  I believe your Honors and Ms Jacobsen have the results in front of you."
There was a quiet rustle as the prosecution and the panel found the paperwork.  "Does the prosecution have any objection to the findings?" 
Please say yes thought Nella.
Ms Jacobsen glanced up toward her with a worried expression, as if she were trying to disarm a bomb and wanted a hint.  "No," she said.
The judges turned off their microphones and discussed for a few moments between themselves.  Nella glanced nervously back toward Frank and noticed Dr. Pazzo staring intently at the judges.  He was leaning forward as if it would help him hear.  She sat up straighter and watched him.  
The microphones were turned back on.  Judge Hawkins spoke for the panel.  "It is the finding of this tribunal that Ann Connelly is incompetent to stand trial at this time.  She is remanded to the state for ninety days so that she may be returned to competency.  We can revisit this finding at that point if necessary."
Ms Jacobsen broke in.  "Your Honor, the military government has studied Dr. Rider's recommendations.  We feel it is best for all involved that this matter not be revisited on the strength of Dr. Rider's findings that Miss Connelly will never regain the mental capacity for competence at trial."
"Very well.  Then Ann Connelly will be remanded to the state for the remainder of her life.  I'm ordering her to be housed at Harbor Home when they can find space based on Dr. Rider's recommendation.  In the meantime, I understand she is getting excellent care where she is.  And I thank you for your fine service."  He nodded gravely at Wells who grinned and at Johnson who blushed.
"I object!"  Dr. Pazzo was on his feet, his gargoyle face a pallid yellow with burning spots of red on his cheek and chin.  His eyes glittered.
Judge Hawkins looked confused and Frank was trying to make Dr. Pazzo sit again, one hand over the microphone, the other pulling gently on the other man's arm.  "On what grounds?"  Judge Hawkins asked.
"On the grounds that I should have a say in who cares for Ann," shouted Dr. Pazzo.  His voice was distant without the microphone but perfectly clear.
The other judges murmured behind Hawkins and he leaned back to talk with them.  "Are you related in some way?" he asked at last.
Dr. Pazzo was breathing rapidly as if he'd just run a race.  Frank gave up reasoning with him and sat down.  Nella half rose from her own seat.  "I'm the closest thing she has to a spouse or living relative," Dr. Pazzo said, a little calmer now that the judge was speaking with him.
"I'm sorry Dr. Pazzo, but even if you were actually her spouse, this is not that type of competency hearing-"  He broke off as Dr. Pazzo began screaming incoherently over him.  The bailiffs came over to help Frank calm him down and Nella was already working her way down to the floor.  Judge Hawkins banged the gavel as the crowd began it's own dull roar.  Nella followed the bailiffs out the door with the still shrieking Dr. Pazzo.  She dimly heard Hawkins ordering a recess and Frank joined her in the holding cell with Dr. Pazzo.  He waited until the bailiffs released his client and Pazzo dropped onto the hard bench without comment.
"What the hell was that about?" yelled Frank.  He was angrier than she had ever seen him.  Angrier than the situation seemed to warrant.  "If you don't calm down Judge Hawkins is going to have you removed from court.  Not to mention charge you with contempt.  I hardly need to tell you, you aren't winning any friends out there and we haven't even got to opening statements."  Frank ran a hand over his smooth head and Nella was close enough to see the sweat at his temple.  
Dr. Pazzo ignored him and turned to Nella.  "Is it true?" he asked, his face almost gentle, almost the young man she'd seen on the videos, "She won't ever get better?"  Nella felt Frank looking at her in confusion but she didn't dare to break eye contact with Dr. Pazzo.  
"You really care about her?" she asked, "This whole time you acted as if she were just a fling.  And now you care?"
Dr. Pazzo gripped at his thinning hair and Nella was shocked to see his eyes turning red and filling with tears.  "I always cared.  I always cared.  But you never told me anything.  Either of you." He glared at them in turn.  "You were supposed to be the best." He spat it bitterly at Nella.  "I refused to speak to four other perfectly capable doctors because I wanted you to see Ann. It took years.  Years Dr. Rider."  He stood up and moved toward her.  Frank instinctively stepped between them before Nella could stop him.  Dr. Pazzo sneered at him as if they shared a nasty joke and Nella saw Frank's long hand closing into a hard fist.
"What on earth are you talking about?" she asked, mostly so Frank wouldn't hit him.
"You were supposed to bring her back.  You were supposed to fix it.  Fix it all.  Why did she get damaged and I'm not?"  Dr. Pazzo sobbed mournfully.
Nella paused and Frank shook his head in warning.  She pushed forward anyway.  "I don't know Dr. Pazzo, why did she become so much more damaged than you?" She pulled the photos from the CAT scan from her brief case and threw them at him.  They slid glossy and bright and damning over the floor.  "I'm not the one who created this thing.  I can only fix what I understand. Why don't you tell me?"
He slumped back onto the bench.  Nella knelt down on one knee so that Dr. Pazzo could see her face.  She picked up a photo.  "This is what I understand, Robert," she said holding it up to him.  "See this dark empty void here?  That's where Ann lived.  That's where her memories of you were, all the memories of who she was meant to be.  And see these small spots here?  That one was where she was happy.  And that one let her string together her thoughts so that I could understand what is happening in her brain, why she screams about teeth, why she can't stop hurting herself."
Dr. Pazzo took the photo and cradled it in one hand.  "Can't you fix it?  You were supposed to fix it.  You fixed others, worse off.  I know. I read about it.  I've been watching you for a very long time Dr. Rider."  He swiped at his eyes, so he didn't see Nella pull Frank's already swinging fist back with a sudden jerk.  Frank paced to the other side of the cell and tried to breathe.
"I can't fix what's not there.  Your bacteria ate away at her brain.  She's gone, just like everyone else who'd been exposed as long as her.  The people I helped- they were still in early stages.  The swelling in their brains was the problem.  Not missing pieces.  Not even if I had access to the best medicine and technology.  Which I don't, because the Plague took those too.  Nobody this far gone can fully recover.  Except you."  She waited for him to respond and Frank watched them, waiting for her to finish playing her hand.  Dr. Pazzo was silent, the photo's bright finish still flashing off of his hooded eyes.  "Anything you want to tell me Robert?"  Nella asked at last.
He straightened up and took a deep breath.  He handed the photo back to her and she watched his face close into its severe lines again.  "No," he said.  He looked at Frank, "Let's get this over with.  I'm looking forward to watching Gerta hang."
Nella stood up.  She didn't dare to look at Frank so she busily repacked her briefcase as he and Dr. Pazzo filed back into the courtroom.  She collapsed onto the bench as soon as the courtroom door closed behind them.
What have I done? She asked herself.
The day dragged on, mostly occupied by the prosecution's opening statements and then motions by Dr. Schneider's lawyers to suppress evidence from Dr. Carton.  Nella was nervous and itchy, she wanted to fly back to the prison and search Dr. Pazzo's cell.  She was terrified by his reaction to her questioning.  But it would be suspicious if she left court after Dr. Pazzo's outburst.  She'd have to wait.  She tried to pretend she was taking notes.  She didn't know if Frank was angry with the delays or with something his client was goading him with or even with her, but his scar jumped and flared on his hollow cheek and his knuckles were as white as teeth as he gripped the side of the defense table.  He didn't look toward her for the rest of the day and Nella berated herself for acting rashly, for pushing Dr. Pazzo farther.  But there were no more outbursts from Dr. Pazzo.  He seemed calm and spoke to no one but Frank.
When the judge finally closed the day's session, she found herself in the back of the massive crowd and it took her almost twenty minutes to make it into the parking lot.  Sevita grabbed her arm and pulled her toward her towering cameras.  "Sorry," she hissed into Nella's ear, "I have to.  It would look odd after all that not to do an interview."  
Nella sighed but stood still.  
"Dr. Rider, you're the court appointed psychiatrist for the December Plague trial, is that correct?"
"Why yes, Ms. Das it is," she said with an overly sweet smile.  Nella scanned the parking lot both for Frank and the prison transport as Sevita asked her questions.
"Court was quite exciting today.  You prepared the recommendation for Ann Connelly's competency trial is that right?"
Nella just nodded absently.
"And you found her incompetent to stand trial.  The judge and the prosecution agreed with you.  But upon hearing this decision, Dr. Pazzo had what I can only call an extreme outburst.  Yet you found him competent to be tried.  Do you intend to change your position?"
Nella looked at Sevita confused.  "What? I mean, no.  There is a difference between a temporary outburst and Ann's condition.  Ann can't understand what is going on around her and she is in no condition to aid in her own defense.  In this case, there is no way she would get a fair trial.  Dr. Pazzo simply had an emotional response to some disappointing news."
Dr. Schneider's lawyer walked up to Sevita's cameras and flashed a brilliant smile.  "Uh thank you Dr. Rider," said Sevita quickly. 
Nella slipped away as Sevita turned to the attractive blonde beside her.  The white prison transport passed her, glowing in the early dusk.  She hurried to Frank's car.  He was leaning against it, his back to her, the rest of the lot empty even of gawkers.
She curled her fingers around his hand and leaned into his side.  "Sorry," she said.
He smiled.  "You?  What are you sorry about?"
"I shouldn't have pushed him so hard.  I thought I could make him change his mind, get some kind of confession or something."
"Don't be sorry.  It was a good gamble.  I would have done it too, if I'd known how he felt about Ann earlier.  It just didn't work this time."
Nella looked around to make sure they were still alone.  "I need to get into his cell.  I need to find those samples."
"I know.  I already called Stan.  He'll be ready to help during court on Wednesday.  After today's episode it would look odd if you weren't in court tomorrow.  Give it one more day and things will calm down."
"You think no one will notice if I'm not there on Wednesday?"
Frank glanced at her quickly and then away. "Well- I did something that might be bad.  I'm sorry, it was the only thing I could think of and I don't think it will cause any permanent harm.  At least, that's what Johnson said."
"What did you do?"
"I asked Johnson to call you that morning before court.  She and Wells are going to make it look like Ann is having an- an episode.  Dr. Pazzo can't see into the cell and it's fairly well soundproofed, so he'll never know that she isn't having one."
"Did Johnson ask you why?"
"No.  She said if it were you asking, there had to be a good reason.  Anyway, it should give you plenty of time to search the prison at least.  If you don't find it there- well I'm running out of ideas."
"I'll find it," she said.



Waiting
 
 
Tuesday dragged by in a dull gray blur filled with the voice of Dr. Schneider's lawyer.  Nella and Frank tiptoed carefully around each other, not talking about Dr. Pazzo's outburst or the plan for Wednesday.  It was a growing bubble of disease between them. Nella went to bed exhausted and sad, but couldn't relax.  The wind threading in the broken window and around the desk was strong and cold. A book was lying open on it and Nella could hear the fluttering with every gust.  It was driving her mad.  She tried to concentrate on her breathing, or on Frank's, so that she could sleep, but she could sense him, stiff and moveless beside her and she knew he wasn't sleeping either.
She sighed.  "What time is it?"
Frank fumbled with the bedside clock.  "Early.  Too early."
"Have you slept at all?"
"No."
She rolled on to her side to look at him.  "Is it because of tomorrow?" 
"Tomorrow and today and yesterday and all the yesterdays before that.  I'm sorry I took a swing at Dr. Pazzo.  Thank you for stopping me.  That could have been bad."  He rubbed his temple and then turned his head to face her. "The thought of him watching you all this time, planning this- it was too much.  I've had clients I didn't like before.  I've even had clients that I thought were guilty.  I know Dr. Pazzo isn't guilty- at least, not of what he's accused of.  But I hate him.  I've always felt used after I met with him, even from the beginning.  Even before you told me he was just trying to exert power over me.  But it was okay before.  It wasn't so different from what I had already been through.  I thought that maybe I deserved it."  He shifted onto his side and ran his fingers over her cheek.  "But I can't watch him treat you that way, especially knowing what he's planning on doing."
She slid closer to him, folding into his chest.  "Frank, I know you don't want to hear this, that you want to stay angry with him, but he did all this because he loved Ann.  Because he wanted her to have her own happy life back.  And because he wanted to hurt the person he thought had hurt her.  He used me to help her.  He used us, and presumably the samples of the resistant bacteria, to catch Dr. Schneider.  If you had to do the same for- for Sarah, wouldn't you have done it?"
"If that's true, then why hold on to the samples still?  He got what he wanted.  Why didn't he just tell us where they were yesterday?  You gave him a chance and he refused."
"Because I can't fix it.  I can't bring her back.  Nobody can.  His only drive now is to see that the people responsible for her illness are punished.  That means Schneider and Carton, that means himself too.  And maybe the rest of the world.  Because why should anyone else be happy or healthy when she can never be either?"
"The whole world?  Nella, I would do anything to keep you safe.  Anything.  But I wouldn't destroy the world if I failed."
"That's because you aren't a sociopath who becomes enraged when someone breaks his toy.  I told you Frank, you don't need to feel inferior to anyone.  It wasn't the Infected that were the monsters."
The whistle of the wind through the broken glass filled the room for a moment.  Frank's warm palm pressed against her hip and he pushed her gently onto her back, propping himself up on his elbow over her.  "You'll be careful won't you?  Take precautions I mean?"
"Yes, of course."
The chilled breeze puffed over her bare skin and vibrated between them in little waves.  The pads of his fingers were four molten stars dragging slowly down her throat and over her breast.  She held her breath.
"I have a good poker face Nella.  I've made a career out of knowing when to tell the truth and when to shut up."  His fingers were featherlight on her thigh and his hand shook, as if it were afraid to touch her.  "But he knows.  I can't hide it.  He knows that I love you.  He taunts me with it every day because he can see how badly I want you every minute we're apart."
She cooled his face with a stroke of her hand.  "Is that why you've been so angry?"
His hand tightened slowly around her thigh, his thumb sinking gently into the soft skin.  A ripple of want shook her.  "He said- it doesn't matter what he says."
Nella raised her face to his and kissed him. "No," she said as they parted, "it doesn't matter what he says.  Because I'm here.  You've got me, I'm yours."
Frank smiled, but it faded quickly and he closed his eyes.  "He knows though.  He knows how it would hurt me if anything happened.  He makes a game of it-"
She shook her head.  "Nothing will happen.  I'll be careful, I promise.  He doesn't know I'm going to search his cell, he doesn't even know that we are still looking for the samples.  He's convinced he has us outsmarted.  He's relaxed and smug now, waiting for the world to fall into his trap.  It'll be okay."
His hand relaxed around her thigh and she felt somehow abandoned.  He drew back from her a little. "Nella, do you really love me?  You aren't here out of pity or until someone better comes along?"
"There's no one better in all the world, Frank.  And if there were, I wouldn't want him."  She pulled him down toward her and gently guided his hands where she wanted to be touched.  
He kissed her neck and she could feel his lips smiling.  "Not even the old man with the boat?" he asked.
She laughed.  "Well, it is a nice boat."
Frank's hands moved smoothly now, confident and powerful.  "Yeah, but can he do this?" Frank asked with a wicked grin.
"Oh God," Nella gasped and arced into him.
 



The Search
 
 
"I don't like leaving you without your car.  What if you need to go to the hospital?"
She swallowed the lump in her throat.  "I won't need to go to the hospital."
"But if you find it and the vial is broken-"
"Then I won't be going to the hospital. Sevita needed the car.  It didn't make sense to have it parked here all day."
"Then drive me to the courthouse and take this one."
The parking lot was cold and breezy, old leaves raking themselves across it and catching in the cracks like little flags.  She straightened Frank's tie even though it was already perfect.  "It would look odd if I'm supposed to be treating Ann and I'm at the courthouse."
"You're so stubborn," Frank sighed, "be careful."
Nella squinted up at him, the bright morning sun splintering and bouncing from the waving spring leaves and sudden tears, blocking her sight with bright sparkles.  "I will be.  As much as I can."
He leaned in and kissed her.  "I'll be back after court."
"Okay.  Good luck."
"You too."  He got into the car and watched her walk across the lot to the prison.  He was gone before she had opened the heavy glass door.  
Yesterday had been torture.  It had worn away grain by grain as she sat in the hot courtroom and listened to Dr. Schneider's lawyer drone on in her opening statements.  Frank had been testy and anxious all night too.  He had been frantic, almost desperate and panicky when he touched her.  Neither of them had slept well and Nella felt like it had been weeks since she'd had a quiet, full night's rest. It was almost a relief not to be waiting any more.  She tried to pretend that she wasn't on edge, but everything seemed grating and sharp.  The florescent bulbs buzzed like a colony of dying flies and the smell of bleach and floor cleaner was dizzying.  She brushed it off as she walked to the metal detector.  Terry was slumped on a stool beside it.  Shocked, Nella almost asked what he was doing there before she remembered that he hadn't seen her at Frank's house.  He waved her through without concern.  She hurried to Stan Kembrey's closet sized office.  He was tapping a pen too quickly on the side of his knee and staring at the biohazard suits he'd hung from an upper locker.
"I don't like this," he said without greeting her, "I think we should let the military handle it."
"I understand.  You go ahead and make a call to the Governor. I'll get started and he can catch up."
"It's not my fault it's gone on this long.  You and Frank have been mighty close with all this."
Nella perched on the stool across from Stan.  "I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to snap.  I'm as nervous as you.  But we don't have time to wait for the military.  You didn't see that courthouse.  It's packed to the gills.  If the samples somehow end up there-"
Stan stood up and patted her shoulder.  He grabbed one of the biosuits and handed it to her.
"I'll go alone if you like.  I'll understand if you don't want to go in there," she said.
He pulled the other suit off the hook.  "No way.  Frank would have my head.  Besides, I know all the good hiding places."
The suit was sticky and hot and the mask itched and scraped.  Nella tried to adjust to it as they walked toward the cell block.  "Did you clear the block?" she asked as loudly as she could.  She had to strain to hear Stan's muffled response.
"Yeah, we moved Miss Connelly to the infirmary for now.  The only staff in the block are lab techs to help, you know, if we find it.  They are wearing suits too.  Could it be in any other spot than his cell?" 
"It's possible, but very unlikely."
Stan glanced around bending to peer down the hall.  "As far as anyone knows, this is a routine drill.  Let's try to keep it that way."
Nella nodded to show that she understood.  Stan opened the dented metal door to the block.  He started barking orders as they entered.  "You and you, search the common area.  You and you get Ann Connelly's cell.  You two on Dr. Schneider's." Stan grabbed her arm.  "You're with me." He called after the scattering teams.  "Remember, treat this as a real biohazard event, not a drill.  If you find the goods, don't handle them.  Call me.  Is that understood?"
A chorus of affirmatives echoed back at him.  He looked at Nella and she could see the sweat rolling down his forehead.  "God I hope you're right," he said.
"Me too."
They walked into the small cell and closed the door behind them.  There was barely room to pass by each other and Nella was grateful that she wasn't claustrophobic.  "You said they'd be in vials.  Where should we start looking?"
"I think they are in the pens.  The jeweler is making fountain pens for the defense lawyers and you said he came in with some.  Maybe he's replaced the cartridges with the vials."
Stan nodded.  "All right, you try on the table there and I'll check the bookshelves here.  As you go, make a neat pile of things you have checked to one side so we don't repeat.  Remember to check the spine of books and open them all, a lot of prisoners will hide things in the spine or cut small holes into the pages.  We'll empty out the whole place if we have to."
Nella reached for the small cup of pens and pencils on the desk.  She tried to keep her hands from shaking.  Two of the three fountain pens were sitting in the cup.  She gently picked up the first one.  She slowly unscrewed the handle and pulled the cartridge out.  Just ink.  She clicked her suit's small flash light on and checked the hollow where the cartridge had been and then the empty space in the handle.  Both empty.  She put the pen back together and placed it beside her on the window sill.  She reached for the next one.  The handle unscrewed easily but the cartridge was stuck.  Nella clicked the flashlight on.  She couldn't see what it was stuck on.  It looked like a normal cartridge.  The suit was clinging in several places because she was sweating so profusely, but she felt a chill growl up her spine and bite the back of her skull.  There was no help for it.  She had to get it out.  "Do you have tweezers Stan?" she asked.  
"On the lab cart.  One second."  He left the cell and Nella stood there praying that she wouldn't break the cartridge.  He hurried back, handing her the tweezers.  "Did you find it?"
"I don't think so.  But I have to make sure.  Maybe you should- step out for a minute."
Stan tapped his mask.  "That's what these are for.  I'm not leaving you alone in here, not for anything."
Nella nodded.  The seal over the nose piece slid and her eyepieces fogged. With a shaky hand she pressed the seal down on her sweaty nose and waited for the lenses to clear.  She poked the tweezers into the pen and grasped the cartridge, trying not to squeeze too tightly.  She tried to wiggle the cartridge but it didn't come loose.  She hesitated for a moment and then yanked.  Please don't break, please don't break, please don't break.  The cartridge came free.  Just ink.  Nella realized she'd been holding her breath and let it out in a rush.  She saw Stan watching her and shook her head. She reassembled the pen and put it next to the other one.  One by one she checked each of the ball points, just in case, and then the cup.  She moved on to the small pile of books as Stan quickly and thoroughly emptied the shelf.  By the time she had finished what was on the table, he was already removing the mattress to search it.  They found the last fountain pen under the bed, but it was filled with ink as well.  Discouraged, they continued on, checking hollows in the little bit of furniture, the air vents, the plumbing.  It took them almost two hours to search and put the room back together.  The other teams were already finished.  Stan sat wearily on the bunk and looked up at her.  "You're sure the jeweler didn't take any cartridges or vials with him?"
"Frank got him to show him the pens without any problem.  He wouldn't have been that open about it if he had.  Frank said they were hollow, ready for cartridges but not filled."  Nella sat on the other end of the bunk.  "Maybe Dr. Pazzo keeps them on him all the time."
Stan shook his head.  "I don't see how.  They are searched pretty thoroughly when they leave the prison and again at the courthouse and then again when they come back."
Nella sat silent in disappointment.
"What I don't get," said Stan suddenly, "is why he would go to all this trouble."
"What do you mean?"
Stan got up and checked the door, making sure the other teams weren't listening.  "Well, you said this bacteria is even worse than the first one, right?  And that every last one of us was probably going to get it, Immunes and all."
"That's right, as far as Dr. Carton explained it."
Stan scratched his head through the suit's plastic cover.  "Well, it's not like Dr. Pazzo is going to escape it then right?"
"Not unless he finds a bunker somewhere.  I don't think he wants to escape it anyway.  He'd want a front row seat to watch the world fall apart.  It's revenge for him."
"Why bother with trying to secretly transport vials in pens or body cavities or whatever then?"
"I don't follow."
"Why set an elaborate trap when he could be the trap himself?  Why not infect himself and then just walk into court and talk to as many folks as possible, shake as many hands as possible, heck, even testify and cough a bit?  You said the courthouse was packed.  How often do that many people get together any more?"
Nella felt the bottom of the world fall away.  "Oh God."
 



The New Plague
 
 
Stan stood up when he saw her reach for the table for support.  He helped her up.  "Don't panic Dr. Rider.  It's weeks to the verdict, he won't have done it yet.  We just have to find the vials.  It's not like he can just pop 'em open and swallow 'em right?"
She regained her balance.  "No, he needs some special ingredients to revive the bacteria.  But I don't think he'll wait very long." She pushed past him into the common room where the other teams were waiting.  "Is there a lab tech here?  Someone that knows how to do a culture?  Anyone who knows how to grow specific bacteria?"
"Sure," came a muffled voice, "Kevin was studying microbiology before the Plague."
"Where is he?" asked Stan.
"Right here, sir."  One of the biohazard suits stepped forward.  Nella walked up to him.  He squinted at her through a crack in his thick glasses.  "Sir, is she-"
"She's cleared to be here, you can answer her questions," said Stan.
"Kevin, if you know the answer, I'll spend every last ration I have to get you a pair of glasses without a crack.  Did you ever revive frozen samples in school?  Or have to speed up cultures without contaminating them with other strains?"
"Sure.  We don't have many incubators anymore and power's at a premium anyway.  We find ways to speed up cultures all the time in the infirmary."
"What do you need to do that?"
Kevin squinted at her.  "What do I need or what could a prisoner use to do it?"  The others closed in, suddenly interested.  Nella glanced at Stan.  He looked worried, but she decided to risk it.
"What could a prisoner use?"
"Well, it'd have to be sterile, so nothing could contaminate the sample.  But if he could get his hands on bleach or alcohol or even vinegar he could do it if he was careful.  And then he'd need a growth medium.  We usually use agar, but he wouldn't have access to that.  Gelatin would work or even beef broth but you need meat for that and that's mighty scarce these days.  The cafeteria still serve the old kid's stuff?"
One of the others chuckled.  Stan shook his head.  "Haven't seen any in years.  All got used up in soldiers' mess kits for quick protein fixes."
Kevin tried to push his glasses up with one hand and hit the lenses of his mask instead.  He shrugged.  "A potato would do it pretty well I think."
Stan was already talking to the cafeteria on the intercom.  "How fast would it grow?" Nella asked.
"Enough to do what?"
"To infect someone with that strain."
Kevin glanced at the others.  She could see them shifting uncomfortably as if they were ready to run out the door.  "Well, it depends on the bacteria, but it could be a day, maybe two."
She saw Stan casually pull out the service gun he wore on the belt outside the biohazard suit.  He was standing behind the group so that they couldn't see him.  She smiled brightly at Kevin, willing them all not to panic.  "Okay, Kevin, last question pays for all.  If this theoretical prisoner's bacteria was primed and ready, how long from being infected would a person be contagious, say, through casual contact or breathing on others?"
Kevin shrugged and tried to sound casual, but his voice cracked in the middle.  "Depends on the bacteria.  Worst case scenario?  A few hours to a day."
Nella heard running footsteps outside the door.  Her companions turned toward it.  "Sir?" asked one of them.
Stan held the gun at his side, pointed toward the ground but clearly visible to everyone.  "This isn't a drill, is it?" asked Kevin.
"I'm afraid not.  I'm sorry boys.  I ought to have told you, but I really didn't think there was anything to it.  But we've all trained for this and we've got our suits, so everyone just sit tight and I'm sure we'll be decontaminated and released quickly."
A few of the soldiers relaxed and sat down at the picnic tables scattered over the common area.  Stan put the weapon away when he saw that no one was going to bolt. He spoke through the intercom again.  Nella walked up to him and Kevin trailed behind her.  Stan turned toward her.  "Sorry Doc, that means you too."
"How long ago did he break the vials?"
"The Warden said Dr. Pazzo requested permission to start a small vegetable patch in the yard sometime last week. He got seed potatoes from the cafeteria.  And Sunday night he reported that he was sick and requested cleaning materials for his cell but refused the guards' offer of help and also turned down a visit to the infirmary."
"Bleach?" asked Kevin.
Stan sighed and nodded.
Kevin tried to push his glasses up again, hitting the eyepieces of his mask.  "Sunday.  Where are the potatoes?  And where are the vials?" 
"Who knows?  Flushed maybe?  They weren't important after he'd infected himself.  And they might have led to his getting caught."
Nella grabbed Stan's arm, her glove slipping on the smooth plastic of his suit.  "Stan, that means he could be contagious right now!  All those people at court- Frank-" She started for the door but Stan held her back.
"You can't go out there Dr. Rider."
"Someone has to stop him and warn them.  What if he's not contagious yet?  He wouldn't have done it until the night before last, after he found out about Ann's condition.  What if there's still time?  More than half the City is in that courthouse right now Stan-"
"I know.  I already notified the Warden.  He's calling the Governor right now.  I'm sure the courthouse will be cleared in a matter of minutes."
"But he needs to be isolated-"
Stan firmly pushed her onto a bench.  "Everything that can be done is already happening.  There's nothing we can do without risking even more people."
Nella's eyepieces were misting up and she couldn't tell if she were crying or sweating or both.  Stan sat down beside her.  "He's going to be okay.  Frank's harder than he seems.  I've known him a long time Nella," he patted her knee and the plastic crinkled,  "He's going to be mad with worry about you, but he's going to be okay."
"We can't just sit here Stan-"
"We didn't just sit here.  We caught him.  If you and Frank hadn't figured this out when you did," Stan sucked in a whistling breath through the mask, "Well, now we still have a chance.  A good chance that we got ahead of Pazzo.  And, please don't take this the wrong way Dr. Rider, now it's time to let people who know better what we're dealing with take over and do their jobs.  We've done our part and then some.  Just try to relax and I'm sure we'll be playing cards with Frank in light quarantine by the end of the day."
"Um, sorry to interrupt sir . . ."  Kevin was still standing near them and he shifted his weight to one foot nervously.
"That's okay, Kevin.  What's on your mind?"
"It's just that- well, if we're going to get sick, we were sort of wondering what we might be infected with. Some of us are Cured sir, and we just want to know what to expect this time."
Stan patted Nella's knee again.  "I'll handle this," he stood up, "You just stay quiet."
"But some of them may-" Nella began.
Stan shook his head.  "They won't.  And if they look like they're going to, well, you can jump in then."  He walked over to the soldiers.  "Listen up boys," he yelled.
 



Containment
 
 
Nella didn't know how long it was before they were sent through the decontamination shower, but it felt like years.  The plastic suit was scratchy and slimy with sweat and her hair was sticking to her skin.  Even her breath felt sluggish and thick, like she was in a sauna and she had to fight the urge to rip the face mask off more than once.  She could tell the others were having trouble too.  But at last another group of soldiers in biohazard suits, a different color, led them out of the cell block and into the parking lot where the chemical shower and a large bus were waiting.  As soon as they were through the shower, the suits were allowed to come off and Nella heard audible sighs of relief around her as her group removed the hot plastic.  The cool afternoon breeze made her feel like a hollow reed.  They piled onto the bus and were driven to the City's unused hospital.  Her heart raced in her chest as the bus pulled up to the defunct ambulance entrance.  There were a number of other buses sitting in the street.  The exterior lights had been turned on and large barriers in orange and red made a ring around the building, as if it were a pustule about to burst and flood the City with illness.  Soldiers in plastic suits scurried in and out or stood at the barrier with conspicuous guns.
A masked soldier shouted a muffled order at them.  Stan led them into the hospital.  The floor they were taken to was empty and Nella's heart sank.  She'd hoped to find Frank or Christine and Sevita at least.  The masked soldier stood on the counter at the nurses' station.  "Folks," he shouted, "Thank you for your patience.  I understand you've all been briefed on the situation-" 
One of the group shouted, "We were the ones that discovered the situation!"
The masked soldier continued, "Yes.  Then you know how grave it really is.  At the moment we're hopeful that none of you have been exposed.  You are free to roam this floor as long as you stay on it.  The general populace has been informed of the situation through the news network, but I understand some of you may wish to contact loved ones.  The phones in the patient rooms have been turned on.  However, there are several hundred people on the other levels of the hospital who came from the courthouse and as you know, our phone system is limited at best.  Please have some patience when you're trying to get through to your family.  I understand you folks haven't had chow since breakfast.  Someone will be around with dinner shortly.  Later on several doctors will be coming around to assess the chance of your exposure.  Please cooperate with them.  We don't want you to have to be here any longer than necessary."
"How long is that exactly?" asked Stan.
"Best case scenario, a week." The men around Nella groaned and she felt her own chest tighten with panic.  The soldier raised an arm for quiet.  "I know it's not ideal.  But the last thing any of us wants is to carry this out into the City, back to the people we care about.  We all know how serious this is.  From what I understand, there's no hope for a Cure this time.  Our only recourse is to contain it.  I know I don't need to tell you, of all people, the extremes we will take to keep it contained if we have to.  Please cooperate and we'll all get through this together."
The soldier hopped down and headed to the elevator.  The small knot of soldiers broke apart, some headed for bed, others for the television set.  Nella felt lost, unmoored, bored and terrified at once.  She wandered into a patient room.  They'd been hastily set up with an army cot and a folding chair, the old furniture scavenged long ago. She sat on the cot and stared out the broad window into the bright spring sparkle of the City.  The trees were waving in the breeze but the windows were sealed shut.  She snapped on the air conditioner.  A phone rang distantly down the hallway.
"Dr. Rider?" someone shouted, "Nella Rider?"
Nella walked out into the hall.  "Yes?  Here I am."
A man down the hall waved a phone receiver at her.  "What room number are you in?  Someone's looking for you."
She peered back at her door.  "312."
The man nodded and put the receiver back to his ear.  Nella ran back into her room and picked up the phone halfway through the first ring.
"Frank?" she asked.
"Sorry, Nella, it's me."
"Sevita are you okay?  Is Christine with you?"
"Yes, we're fine.  But Frank isn't with us.  He and all the rest of the people on the floor were taken away separately.  I think he's upstairs but I can't find a soldier who can tell me.  Are you all right?  Are you infected?  Someone said you found the broken vials."
"No, we didn't find anything.  It was Stan Kembrey that figured out Dr. Pazzo had infected himself."
"The metal detector guy?"
"I think he's responsible for a lot more than the metal detector."
"You think they'd let me have an interview with him?"
"A phone interview maybe.  We aren't going anywhere for at least a week."
"Us either.  One of the soldiers said that the people who were on the courtroom floor were going to have to be in isolation at least a month.  They had a greater chance of getting infected and they won't be symptomatic until then."
Nella sighed.  "At least the interior phones are working."
"Yeah, outside lines are tied up but I should be able to talk to anyone inside.  At least I'm where the action is."  Sevita's voice broke and Nella was shocked to realize that her friend was truly scared.
"Hey, there's a guy down here, one of the techs.  He thinks we caught it in time."
"Yeah?"
"He says Dr. Pazzo could have been infected in the time he had, but he probably isn't contagious yet."  She heard Sevita blow out a shaky sigh.
"That's good.  Christine will be so relieved."  She paused for a minute.  "Listen Nell, I don't want to hang up, but they're here to check our vitals and take blood tests and stuff."
"It's okay Sevita.  I'm going to try to find Frank though, so if I don't answer for a while-" Nella trailed off, unable to speak past the panic choking her throat.
"Okay, Nella.  I'm sure he's fine.  I'll try to find out which room he's in too.  If I hear anything, I'll call. Chris and I are in 517 if you need us.  Talk to you later."
"Yeah, all right."  Nella hung up the phone.  She walked down to the elevator where there were two guards posted.
"Can I help you ma'am?" One of them shouted over his mask.  
"One of my friends was on the floor of the courthouse.  I'd like to call him. Could you find out which room he's in?"
The guard shifted his weight.  "They're awfully busy up there ma'am.  I can try to reach someone, but it will probably be a while before we hear back."
Nella summoned a charming smile.  "That's okay, I can try each room on the floor if you just tell me the floor number."
"Sure, I think they are up on seven."
She thanked the guard and tried to walk calmly back to her room.  She noted the room numbers as she passed.  333 was the last number on this hall. She hoped the seventh floor had fewer.  Nella closed the door to her room.  She sat on her cot and held the heavy phone.  What if she got Dr. Pazzo instead? She decided she didn't care.  She dialed 701 and held her breath.  
"Hello?"  It was a woman's voice.  Nella hoped it wasn't Dr. Schneider but she couldn't tell.
"I'm looking for Frank Courtlen.  Do you know which room he's in?  Can you see him?"
"No, they have us in separate cells."
"Cells?"
"They're all glassed in.  I can't see down the hall, just the room across from me.  Do you know what's happening?"
"They didn't tell you?"
"No.  Court was going on as usual and all of a sudden a large group of soldiers burst in and started yelling.  That defendant, Robert Pazzo flew past me and kissed the other defendant square on the mouth.  And then all hell broke loose."
"Who did he kiss? Ann Connelly?"
"That sweet girl they found incompetent yesterday?  No she wasn't there.  That Schneider woman.  Jake- that's the other bailiff and I, we jumped up to stop him but the soldiers already had their weapons out and they bundled us all into a bus, except for Pazzo, he went separate and brought us here.  They told us someone would be by to talk to us, but it's been hours.  What's going on?  Is it a coup or something?"
Nella tried not to scare her as she explained, but the woman was in tears by the time she finished.  "I'm sorry," Nella said, "I just wanted to find my friend."  She hung up.  Then she remembered that she hadn't asked the woman what the room number across from her was.  Nella swore.  She walked to the nurses' station and scrounged for a pen and clipboard.  She tried to avoid looking at the patient files that had been abandoned during the outbreak of the Plague.  They still lay scattered on the desk and underfoot.  The dusty footprints of scavenge teams and the soldiers here now obscured most of the information, but Nella felt like it was an invasion of privacy anyway.  She found an old takeout menu in a drawer.  She wrote down 701 in the wide margin and returned to her room.  She tried 702.  The other bailiff.  She kept her answers perfunctory, trying to keep the man from panicking.  He hadn't seen Frank since the bus either.  Dr. Schneider's lawyer was across from him in 712. She thanked him and hung up.  703 was Judge Hawkins.  He managed to flag down a soldier for her.  He sounded sad and frightened and angry at the same time.
"We think we caught it in time," she offered.
"Really?" he asked, "How soon will we know?"
"I guess when Dr. Pazzo starts showing symptoms.  I think they are going to let everyone down here go in a week if our tests are clear.  We had far less risk of exposure.  I know- I know that doesn't really help you, but I thought you might like to know."
"No, no, that's a big relief.  I know I was reluctant to let you and Frank pursue this- I thought the military would handle it better.  I just wanted to say that I don't think anyone but you two would have followed it this long or found it in time."
"I wish we'd found it sooner.  I wish I hadn't been searching for an elaborate plot and just paid attention to what was staring me plain in the face."
"I guess I can say this now, because I don't think we're going to be seeing Robert Pazzo return to the trial, if there is a trial after this.  He had most people fooled Dr. Rider.  I confess, I watched that footage that Mr. Courtlen left with me.  I wasn't supposed to, it could have tainted the case, but I was so worried about what you two were up against and whether I'd made the right decision, so I watched it.  And I was convinced right along with you.  I don't know how you figured it out.  Maybe someday after this, when I'm retired or Mr. Courtlen's decided to get out of the lawyer trade, we'll all have a drink and you can tell me about it."
"That would be nice, Your Honor."
"Now though, you must be itching to talk to Frank.  This fine young gentlemen tells me he is in 708.  Don't be a stranger Dr. Rider.  It's going to be a long month and I have a feeling we're all going to need your services up here before the end."
"I'll check in with you often, I promise."
Nella hung up and dialed Frank's room.
 



Finding Frank
 
 
"Hello?"  His voice was liquid warmth sliding into her chest.
"Frank," she said and then her voice failed.
"Nella? Is that you?  Thank goodness.  I've been trying to reach the prison for hours.  Please tell me you wore masks- Dr. Pazzo has already released it.  I don't know how, but he did. I'm at the hospital-"
"I know Frank.  I'm just a few floors below you.  Stan was the one that figured it out.  The pens, they were just like the lock.  There for show, so we wouldn't pay attention to what he was really doing. He infected himself.  Did you shake his hand today?  Did he cough on you?"
"No.  He seemed nervous and I was still angry with him so I didn't try to get him to talk.  It was my turn for opening statements anyway so I was standing for most of the session.  When the soldiers came in he bolted across the room and kissed Dr. Schneider though.  He must have wanted to make sure.  How did you know I was here?  Are they going to let you come upstairs if you wear a suit?"
"No, not yet anyway.  I'm in quarantine too, at least for a week.  They don't know if the cell block was contaminated."
"But you wore a mask, didn't you?"
"Yes, a whole biohazard suit.  But they want to be sure.  The rest of the court is here too, somewhere upstairs from me."  Nella heard a hoarse yell through the receiver.  "What's that?  Is everything all right?"
"Yeah, it's Dr. Pazzo.  He hasn't stopped screaming since they grabbed him.  He's in the room next door right near me and Dr. Schneider.  They must think we're the highest risk."  She could hear Frank nervously tapping the phone cord.
"There's a guy here, a microbiologist.  He thinks it's going to be okay.  Maybe not for Dr. Schneider, but for everyone else.  He doesn't think Dr. Pazzo is contagious yet."
"That's good news."
"Frank, I'll come visit you as soon as they let me.  And we can talk as much as we want on the phone until then."
"Don't come up here.  I don't want you to be exposed."
"I won't be, I'll wear a suit and all of the rooms are contained I think."
"Maybe- maybe you shouldn't come up here anyway."  She heard another yell from Dr. Pazzo and Frank's breath shook in her ear.  There was a soft thud as Frank's forehead gently struck the glass wall of his room.
"You aren't going to get it Frank.  It's going to be a long couple of weeks because I'll miss you, but I'll talk to you or see you every day-"
"If I- I can't turn into that again.  You can't see me that way."
"It's not going to happen.  We caught it in time.  You'll see, a month from now we'll be walking out of here together-"
Frank sobbed.  "I have to go.  There's tests. I have to go."  He hung up.
Nella put the receiver back into its cradle.  She curled up on the cot, her back to the bright afternoon and cried herself to sleep.
She woke to a knock on her door.  It was Stan with a tray of food and a doctor in a biohazard suit.
"Sorry," Stan said, "I didn't want to wake you, but Dr. Corey needed to evaluate you."
Nella sat up.  "Hi," she said to the blank mask.  The eyepieces were opaque unlike hers had been, so she couldn't see the person inside.  Dr. Corey pulled up the folding chair.
"Officer Kembrey has given me a rundown of events, so I will just need to ask a few question and take some blood samples."  Nella was surprised to hear a woman's voice float out from the mask.  She had expected a man.  Stan backed out of the room and two more soldiers in plastic suits entered the room holding large guns.  "I trust that won't be a problem?" Dr. Corey continued pointedly.
"Of course," said Nella, bewildered.
Dr. Corey started pulling supplies out of her suit pocket and laying them on the cot beside her.  "Officer Kembrey tells me you and Mr. Courtlen first discovered Robert Pazzo's plan some time ago.  Why didn't you notify authorities?"
"We only had hunches.  And we were afraid if we reported it and Dr. Pazzo found out, he'd release the bacteria early and we wouldn't have a chance to find it."
"I see, and you thought you and Mr. Courtlen were qualified to find this bacteria?  Mr. Courtlen has had no medical training and you-" she snapped her gloved fingers and one of the guards handed her a folder.  She flipped through it.  "You've had basic microbiology and some general biology courses in college and medical school?"
"It wasn't a matter of being qualified or not being qualified.  Someone had to do something and we were the only ones that knew about it.  We're what was available."
Dr. Corey opened an alcohol swab.  The smell stung Nella's nose and made her feel chill before it even touched her.  The doctor was so rough that Nella's arm was sore even before the needle.  She gripped her wounded shoulder as Dr. Corey pulled on her arm.
"That's not true though.  Various people knew about the bacteria at different points in time, isn't that correct?  The trial judges, the prosecutor, a prison official, even a reporter.  Yet none of you contacted authorities."
The needle bit into her.  Nella ignored it.  "I told you.  We had to keep it quiet so Dr. Pazzo didn't realize we were suspicious.  We did the best we could, but we had to involve other people to move forward."
Dr. Corey switched vials and drew another.  Nella wished she could see the woman's expression.  After four vials, the doctor handed Nella cottonball and a bandage.  Nella closed her elbow around the cottonball.  Dr. Corey stood up.  "I understand you were bitten on your trip to Dr. Carton's lab."
"Yes, but what does that have to do with-"
"I'll need to examine it.  Please remove your blouse."
Nella glanced at the guards.  "Very well, but do I have to do it in front of them?"
Dr. Corey waved her hand at the guards and they left, closing the door behind them.  Nella slid out of her shirt.  
"I understand you have more than a professional relationship with Mr. Courtlen."  Dr. Corey probed Nella's shoulder with two rough fingers.  Nella tried not to wince.
"Was that a question?"
"Have you had sexual relations with him?"
"I really don't think that's any-"
Dr. Corey blew an exasperated sigh through her mask.  "Dr. Pazzo could have been infected anytime between Sunday night and today.  Mr. Courtlen may have been infected during Monday or Tuesday's court session.  Therefore, we need to know if you and he had intercourse between then and now to assess your risk."
Nella blushed.  "Yes."
"Put your shirt back on please.  Do you have any personal effects here?"
"No, why?"  Nella pulled her shirt on again.
"Come with me please."
Dr. Corey led her into the hallway after pocketing the lab vials.  She handed Nella a thin respirator mask.  "Put this on please."  She thumbed her radio as Nella obliged.  "Would you please add one more to the meals for the seventh floor?" Dr. Corey said into it.  Nella caught Stan's eye and the look he gave her was a mix of pity and fear.  The guards grabbed her arms and propelled her forward to the elevator.  Nella was too startled to struggle.  Dr. Corey joined them and selected the floor button.  Stan was yelling, "Wait, where are you-" as the silver door slid closed.  Nella felt sweat stand out on her face and on her arms where the guards were holding her.  She began to hyperventilate.
"It's okay, just breathe normally, the mask is just to block disease, not oxygen.  Calm down and take slow breaths," One of the guards said beside her.  Dr. Corey and the other guard ignored them.  Nella tried to concentrate and slow down her breathing.  "That's right," said the guard, "If you breathe so rapidly you'll get dizzy.  Feel better?"  Nella nodded.  The elevator chimed and they walked down a long hallway.  All the rooms were fronted with thick glass and Nella could see people sitting or sleeping against the far walls.
"Please," she said, "Is there a room near Mr. Courtlen."  The friendly guard looked down at her and then at Dr. Corey.  
"I don't care," said the doctor, "put her where you think she'll be the least trouble."
"Be nice now," said the guard, "and I'll put you across from him.  That room is empty."
Nella nodded and the other guard released her arm.  The friendly guard led her gently down the hall.  She could hear Dr. Pazzo yelling, but she couldn't make out what he was saying.  The guard unlocked the glass door and held it open.  She obediently walked inside.  He closed the door and said, "You can take off the mask now if you want, you're safe in there.  I know you missed dinner, I'll make sure they bring you something later."
"Thank you!" she called after him.  Frank was on his cot, his back to her.  His legs were too long to fit and they trailed off the end.  She decided to let him sleep.  She was relieved to be near him.  She tried to pull her cot closer to the glass wall, but it had been bolted to the floor.  Were they preparing for the day the patients went feral or was it just to prevent blocking the door?  Nella lay on the floor next to the glass to be closer to Frank.  She was asleep in moments.



Dr. Pazzo Snaps 
 
 
The phone jarred her awake.  She sat up.  Frank was sitting cross legged across the way, watching her.  He was holding the receiver to his ear.  She reached for the phone.  
"You can't hear much through these walls.  Just Dr. Pazzo's yelling.  What are you doing here?"
"The doctor- knew about us.  I don't know how.  Stan maybe.  She said you might have been infected yesterday in court, so I could be infected because of last night."
"But I thought we caught it in time.  I thought you said he wasn't contagious yet."
"I think they are just being cautious.  At least I'm with you now."
Frank shook his head.  She could see the lines on his face draw down in sharp angles.  There were dark patches under his eyes and sweat marks on his shirt.  "So now you can watch me turn back into one of those things.  I can't do it, Nella.  I'll die first."
"It's not going to happen.  To either of us."
"If it does- will you find a way to- will you ask them to shoot me?"
Nella nodded, not trusting her voice.  Frank cleared his throat.  "You said Sevita is here with Christine?"
"Yes. Everyone who was in the courtroom or on the cell block is downstairs."
"She must be going crazy.  She's in the middle of the biggest story, maybe of all time and she can't report it."
"Don't count on it.  I bet she'll get some coverage somehow.  Her camera guys are still with her.  And if everything goes well, they'll be out in a week."
"And us?"
Nella shrugged.  "A few more weeks?  Until Dr. Pazzo gets sick maybe."
Frank groaned.  "Have we even made it through one day yet?"
"It was early evening when I came upstairs.  I wish there was a window."
He scratched his chin.  "Well unless they start giving us toiletries we'll be able to measure by beard length.  Or clothes deterioration." He grinned and Nella was relieved.  
"I hope you know some good jokes," he said, "Or this is going to be a very long month."
"Let's plan our trip.  When they bring us food, we can ask for paper and pens.  We can make lists of what we need and where we'll stop."
Frank laughed.  "I think we're both unemployed Nella.  How are we going to buy a boat?"
Nella shrugged.  "I have my ways.  I've been saving for a while.  Little things, matches and sterno, decent cloth, jewelry and several good pairs of shoes.  Things people traded me for sessions.  And there's-" Nella leaned her head against the glass and looked down the hallway.  Empty. She put her hand in front of her face and whispered, "there's the guns and the car too."
"You'd really trade all that just to sail around the world with me?"
"In a heartbeat."
They stayed that way, talking in front of their glass walls until Nella drifted off again, listening to Frank making plans and trailing into sleep himself.  When she woke up, the receiver had made an imprint on her cheek.  Frank was rolling up his sleeve for a doctor in a plastic suit.  A soldier knocked on the glass and Nella backed up, startled.
"I'm bringing you a meal and some new clothes.  After you put on the new stuff, put the old stuff into the bag.  Make sure you take any possessions out of the pockets.  Your old clothes will be burned."
Nella nodded.  The soldier opened the door and another brought in the clothing and a tray of food.  The doctor closed Frank's door and discarded her gloves.  She walked over to Nella's room.  
"We should probably get this all done at once."
Nella was not pleased to hear Dr. Corey's voice.  Nella held out her arm and was silent while the doctor took her vials and then departed with the guards.  She turned back to her cot and picked up the clothes.  They looked like a prison uniform.  She hoped they were warmer than they looked.  She pulled off her shirt and then realized the wall behind her was glass. She held her shirt in front of her chest and peered down the hallway.  The phone rang and she jumped.
"I'll watch for you.  Hang up the phone.  If someone is coming it'll ring."  Frank waved at her.
"What about you?"
"I won't peek.  Eyes on the hallway."
"Yes you will."
Frank grinned.  "Yes.  I will."
 
They measured the time that way, by meals and clothing changes.  Sevita called them until it was time for her to go.  She promised to visit and Nella told her not to, that they'd see her when they were released, so she said she'd call when she could.  The hall was quiet, even Dr. Pazzo having quit his frustrated rage within a day.  Only the soldiers and the doctor wandered by on occasion, faceless and silent in their suits.  Nella tried to keep Frank's spirits up, but even she was struggling by the end of the second week.  One day, during the third week Nella thought, a much older looking Judge Hawkins stopped in front of their rooms. He sat in the middle of the hallway so he could see them both.  They were releasing the rest of the court, he said, all but Dr. Schneider, Dr. Pazzo and the two of them.  They were highest risk.  He said the military government was convening a hearing about the whole affair, but he promised to stand by the decision to keep the bacteria secret.  He said he'd see them in a week, but he looked troubled as he walked away.  Nella was becoming nervous, though she kept it quiet so that Frank wouldn't worry.  There was even less bustle on the hall now.  She thought most of the staff must have left with the rest of the people in quarantine.  She began to feel forgotten and it frightened her.  She spent hours watching the guard at the end of the hall, making sure he was still there and hadn't abandoned them.   
The phone's harsh ring woke her one night.  She looked across the hall, but Frank's light was off.  It continued to ring, so she picked it up.  "Hello?" she asked.
"You know, last time I saw symptoms every time I moved or spoke or tried to work out a problem.  But I think it was just exhaustion.  It was hard to convince myself I wasn't sick.  Especially after performing for Gerta."  His voice was slurred and depressed.  If Nella didn't know better, she would have assumed he was drunk.
"I'm not here to make house calls Dr. Pazzo."
He laughed and Nella shuddered at the hollow sound trickling into her ear.  "But don't you want to know why I did it Nella?  Don't you want to hear the whole grand scheme?  Every sordid little detail?  That's what we always want in the end, isn't it?  We don't want the villains to get away, because we want to know why they do what they do.  It's like asking a magician how.  But a good villain never tells."
"You don't need to tell me why, Dr. Pazzo."
"Because you know everything, right?" She could hear the sneer in his voice.  "The great Nella Rider always knows.  Except you can't help one poor, innocent girl.  And you couldn't keep up with me either."
"No.  It's not because I already know why you did this.  I can take a guess, but I'm not even sure you entirely know why you did this.  I don't want to know why, because I don't care.  Your 'grand scheme' was just a mistake, Dr. Pazzo.  You messed up.  There was no master plan.  Sure, you covered your tracks afterward and trapped Dr. Schneider into admitting what you already knew on camera.  Maybe when you went after her you meant to keep the samples only as evidence.  Maybe you thought it would help you find a cure for Ann.  Maybe you wanted to destroy them but couldn't find the time because Ann needed to eat all the time and you couldn't risk being away from her for long.  But you didn't do anything.  You just sat in the lab and watched the world deteriorate around you.  Watched Ann die.  Tell me, Dr. Pazzo, how many times did you think about killing her and being done with it?  How many times did you walk out of the lab intending never to come back?  You don't love Ann.  You never did.  You may be overwhelmed with guilt by what your research did to her, but you don't love her, not if you could bring yourself to do what you've done."
She heard him sobbing into the phone and begin to pound on the glass wall.  "You wanted me to undo what you did, so you wouldn't have to feel guilty any more.  As if fixing one girl would make the world what it was.  You show the world this penitent face, even I believed you for a while.  But if you were really so remorseful, if you really felt the weight of the billions of deaths you are responsible for, you would have turned over the samples either when you were caught or to Frank when he was preparing your case or even when we returned with Dr. Schneider.  We gave you what you wanted.  All you had to do was give us the vials."
"I gave the world what it DESERVED!" His shout rang in her ear and she winced.  Frank's light turned on and he pressed an ear against the glass.  Dr. Pazzo continued shouting and she pulled the receiver a few inches from her ear.  "I only did what the world would have done to me.  What we already do to each other.  No one wants the villain to escape Nella.  I told you that.  I told you we were all villains.  That's all that's left."
She watched Frank jump as he heard Dr. Pazzo yelling her name.  He looked up at her startled.  Dr. Pazzo's voice dropped to almost a whisper and she pulled the phone back so she could hear.  "But I knew how to take care of it.  All those people going home from the court to their happy little undeserved lives.  They're going to kiss their babies and make love to their spouses and shake hands with their friends.  For a few weeks now, everything's been ordinary.  But now, now they're going to start showing their true selves.  We're all murderers anyway, Nella, even you."  Nella shuddered thinking of Martin in the Cure camp. 
"You failed, Dr. Pazzo.  There's no one infected but you.  We caught it in time."
Dr. Pazzo snarled and shrieked.  "Liar! I can see Dr. Schneider across from me.  She's slipping, Nella.  She bangs her head on the glass and bites her own flesh.  She's pulled almost all the hair out of her head.  And then there's Frank next to me.  You know, he thinks he's in love with you.  I told him you'd never let a monster like him touch you."  She heard a clunk as the receiver was dropped.  Dr. Pazzo began banging on the glass wall.  "Frank!  Frank, are you still sane?  Having any cravings yet?" he yelled through the glass.  Frank's face was red but he didn't turn his head toward Dr. Pazzo's cell.  He was watching her.  Dr. Pazzo picked up the phone again.
"But I was wrong about that, wasn't I?  You like that mangled behemoth don't you?  But underneath that cool, polished face he's just like me Nella.  He's angry at the whole world.  If I hadn't done it, someone like Frank would have.  Has he snapped yet?  I assume it would be harder to resist the urge the second time.  He already knows what it feels like to tear into a woman's fragile skin with his teeth.  And he's wanted yours for such a long, long time . . . You're so soft and you smell so good, Dr. Rider.  His jaw must ache just thinking about it.  I wonder if he'll get to you before you get sick.  You better hope that guard doesn't let him out Nella."
"He's not sick," Nella whispered, "You were too late.  You didn't infect him."
Dr. Pazzo just laughed.  Nella hung up the phone.  She could still hear Dr. Pazzo laughing through the glass.  She told herself he was mad, that he had sprung his trap too late.  But dread began to creep up and gather in her chest.   
The phone rang.  She looked over and Frank tapped on the glass, the receiver in his hand.  She picked up the phone.
"Did we miss something?  Could he have infected someone else without us knowing?  Or left a vial somewhere?"  
"Nella, it's okay.  We checked everything."  She wanted to relax into the warm calm of his voice, but Dr. Pazzo had shaken her badly.
"We didn't check his lab."
"Other people did.  Very thoroughly.  If it had been there it would have been found.  Think like a psychiatrist Nella.  You told me he couldn't bear to have it out of his control, that he'd have to have it nearby where he could decide when and how to use it.  He used it.  He failed.  It's over.  The only people that may be sick are right here."
She sat on the cold floor in front of the glass.  "Don't be sick, Frank."
He smiled at her.  "What was it you said? 'The world will keep going' even if I am."
"What if I don't want it to?"
"Even if you don't want it to and even if Dr. Pazzo doesn't want it to."



Dr. Schneider Snaps
 
 
Another week crawled by. Nella told Frank every dirty joke she could remember.  Frank made up a few more.  They persuaded the guard to bring them dry erase markers and played hangman on the glass wall.  Frank drew a sailing route on his.  Nella was persuading him to add a stop on the coast of Africa when they heard a commotion.  Nella leaned her head against the glass.  
"What is it?" Frank asked.
"I don't know," Nella said into the receiver.  "It's Dr. Schneider's cell I think."
The doctor hurried by with a first aid kit.  "What-"
"Listen," said Nella pressing her other ear to the glass.
"How did this happen?" snapped Dr. Corey.
"I don't know," said the guard, "I heard a thump and came over and there she was on the floor."
"Did she say anything?"
"I couldn't understand her, it's like she was drunk."
There were a few moments of silence.  Nella glanced at Frank.  He had backed away from the glass and his face was ashen in the cold light of his room.
"Just a sprain," said Dr. Corey, "Dr. Schneider, I want you to take it easy now.  Try not to move around too much."
Nella retreated from the glass.  Frank had hung up the phone.  He was pacing the small room at a frantic pace, his long hands raking his head over and over.  Nella dialed his room.  He didn't answer and she hung up so that he could have some peace.  Dr. Pazzo began banging his head on the glass about half an hour later.  She watched it shake with the impact.  Frank curled up next to the glass and covered his ears with his hands.  She sat down opposite of him, her heart a high tension wire thrumming between panic for Frank and worry at Pazzo's frantic bashing.
The banging continued into the night.  Nella lay in the half dark, pressed against the glass, trying to see into Frank's dim room.  They hadn't spoken since that morning.  Dr. Schneider began yelling, a high shriek.  Nella squeezed her eyes closed as Dr. Pazzo grunted and continued slamming himself against the glass.  The phone rang.
"I can't do this Nella.  I'm sorry."
"Yes you can Frank." She sat up.  "It's okay.  We knew this was going to happen.  They were bound to get like this eventually.  But we're not sick."
"I must be.  If he infected Dr. Schneider then he must have infected me too."
"No, Frank, He kissed her, he put his mouth right on her.  He didn't touch you."
Frank sobbed and she thought she could see him rocking back and forth in the corner.
"Turn the light on."
"What? Why?"
"I'm going to show you we're not sick.  Turn on the light."  Nella flipped hers on at the same time.  "Good.  Now take your marker and draw a line on the floor."  Nella put the receiver down and streaked a line across the tile floor.  She picked up the receiver.  "Okay Frank, you first.   Walk toe to toe down the line without falling or stepping off."
"It's not straight."
"It doesn't matter.  If you're sick you'll fall over."
Frank walked slowly on the line.  He picked up the receiver.  Dr. Pazzo banged again and Dr. Schneider shrieked in response.  Nella flinched.
"Now you do it," Frank said. She walked smoothly down the line.
"Okay, balance on one foot for as long as you can, say thirty seconds if you can.  We'll do it together."
She put down the receiver and picked one foot off the floor.  She watched Frank do the same.  There was a loud crash from another cell and Nella jumped and ran to the glass.  Dr. Schneider had ripped the cot out of the floor and was hurling it against the glass.  Dr. Corey came running with one of the guards.  Nella looked wide eyed at Frank.  He watched the doctor enter the cell.  Nella pressed her ear against the glass.
"Do it!  Fucking give her the sedative Corey," the guard was shouting.  Nella heard a shriek and Dr. Schneider came hurtling out of the room and toward Nella and Frank.  Her mouth was streaming with blood and something poked out between her teeth.  Most of her hair was gone, pulled out, leaving great purple scabs and she'd chewed most of the skin from her hands.  She slammed against Nella's glass wall, her fingers scrabbling at the smooth door.  Dr. Schneider screamed in  rage and bashed her forehead against the glass.  Nella could hear Frank yelling for help and pounding on the glass wall.  A gloved hand pulled Dr. Schneider's forehead from the glass and another slid around her neck with a knife and made a bright bubbling line across her throat.  The shrieking ended and what was left of Dr. Schneider slumped to the ground.  Nella vomited in the corner.  The soldier knocked on her wall.  "You okay?"  It was the friendly one.  "Then get on the line and tell your friend to stop yelling or I'll have to assume he's sick."  
Nella picked up the receiver with a shaky hand.  "It's okay Frank, I'm okay."
He stopped pounding on the glass.  The soldier walked down to the last cell.  His buddy stumbled out.  "That bitch bit me," he said.  The other soldier raised his gun.
"Dan, no, it's okay.  It'll be okay, it barely broke through the suit." The wounded soldier held up his hands.  Nella could see his arm dripping blood onto the floor.  It sounded like a leaky faucet in the quiet, even through the glass.
"Sorry man, I have to.  It's better this way.  Trust me," said Dan and fired.  He stepped farther into the cell.  Nella heard a groan and then another shot.  Dan walked out of the room and up to Dr. Pazzo's door.  It was smeared with oil and feces and blood so that he couldn't see through it.  Nella watched him take a deep breath.  He flung open the door and fired.  Nella was shaking.  She whispered into the receiver, "I love you Frank."
She could see the sparkle of tears on his cheek.  "I love you too," he said.  
Dan was talking into his radio as he walked toward them.  "I need a cleanup at St. Helena's, full biohazard suits."  He stopped in front of Nella's cell and looked at her for a long minute.  She shut her eyes.  "I also need a new doctor down here.  I have two quarantined that need to be cleared asap."  He walked farther down the hall and disappeared into the elevator.
Nella heard Frank start breathing again.  She cried until she fell asleep still holding the receiver.
 



The Military Governor
 
 
The cleanup took a while, but soon the hall was silent and clean, as if Dr. Pazzo and Dr. Schneider had never been there.  Nella and Frank waited through another four days of the same routine, blood tests, meals and new hospital clothes.  At last a doctor in normal scrubs walked up to them.  "Where's your mask?" Frank asked.  The doctor grinned.
"Don't need it. Will you open the door Dan?"
The soldier appeared and Nella was mildly surprised to see his face. He was middle aged and a great scar raked across his face and neck.  He opened Frank's cell first.  
"Dan? It was you?"  Frank shook his hand and the larger man pulled him into a hug.  Frank looked over at Nella.  "Thank you for- for everything."
"I'm sorry I didn't say anything, but if I'd had to shoot you-" the soldier swiped at his eyes.  He walked over to Nella's door.  "I told Frank he should be more social and that he didn't need to hide you away."  He swung the glass door open.  "Yet here we are, meeting for the first time.  Sort of." He stuck out his hand and Nella shook it.  This was the large man that had helped defend Frank the night Terry had gotten nasty.  "My wife was so upset when she heard you were in quarantine.  She wasn't the only one.  I'm so glad you and Frank are okay."  He pulled her into a hug.
"Come on Dan, I've been waiting a month to kiss her," laughed Frank.
"You and everyone else," growled Dan and then released her.
The doctor cleared his throat.  "You are healthy and free to go.  I understand if you need a minute, but there're some people who are pretty anxious to see you downstairs."  He clapped Dan on the back.  "Let's give these folks some space."
They walked down the hall toward the elevator.  Frank and Nella were alone on the floor.  No glass wall to separate them, no doomsday hanging over them.  
"You want to stay another night?  I hear the food is first rate here."
Frank grinned and walked toward her.  "Eh, I give it three stars.  The beds are too hard.  But the view is excellent."
"You peeked." She wrapped her arms around him.
"I did," he said.
"I missed you."  Her chest was too tight and she felt her breath catch inside and swirl as gravity flipped.
Frank didn't stop to answer, kissing her mouth, her neck, her cheek.  She could feel the hum in his chest sing it's old familiar, yearning tune as he hugged her.
The phone in Nella's room began ringing.  Nella pulled back an inch. Frank reached behind her and pushed the glass door closed.  "Don't even think about it," he said.
"It's probably Sevita," Nella said.
"I don't care if it's the Governor himself.  It can wait," said Frank and kissed her shoulder, backing her into the glass.
"She'll just come up here if we don't go down."  Nella pushed him gently away.
Frank laughed and gave in, letting her loose.  "Okay, okay," he looked around the hallway and Nella watched a shudder ripple through him.  He took her hand again.  "Let's go home."
They stepped off of the elevator and it took Nella's eyes a moment to adjust to the bright summer light pouring into the windows.  For a second all she saw was a shadow of Frank lost in a halo of sun.  A great roar like an ocean wave and a sudden downpour of pattering rain hit her at the same time.   She threw up an arm in front of her face and blinked.  Her eyes adjusted and she saw the lobby filled with people applauding.  Sevita was poking her cameraman.  Frank nudged her with an elbow, "Look," he whispered, "It was the Governor."  
Sure enough, the Military Governor surrounded by a cadre of grim looking soldiers stood in the center of the lobby.  "Do you think we're getting arrested?" Nella asked.
"Good thing you know an excellent lawyer," Frank grinned, pulling her farther into the crowd.  Cheers came from all sides and people reached out to touch her, to shake hands with Frank, to clap them both on the back.
They reached the center of the lobby, the crowd separating and making a ring around them and the Governor.  "Dr. Rider, Mr. Courtlen," he said, "It's taken a while, and interviews with a surprising number of people, but I believe I have now heard almost the whole story regarding the New December Plague and your role in preventing it.  As head of the provisional government, I cannot condone your decision not to notify the authorities.  However, as someone who has lived through the same harrowing events over the last decade that the rest of you have," the Governor looked around at the crowd and Nella was pleased to see both Immunes and Cured comfortably mixed, "I can understand why you acted the way that you did and why you feared tipping your hand too early.  Without the heroic actions of you and your friends, today would have dawned on a terrified and violent City.  You have safeguarded one of the last Plague-free zones in the world.  And for that, we honor and thank you."  The Governor paused as an explosion of applause engulfed them.  "There is nothing we can offer you that would even approach what we owe to you.  But I understand from some of your friends-"  the Governor nodded at Christine who was blushing in the back of the crowd, "You've been planning an exploring expedition to the lost parts of the world.  And that you intend not to return.  I can't allow it."  
He stared intently at Frank.  Nella felt Frank's hand tighten around hers.  The Governor continued.  "This City needs you.  It needs to realize that we all need to work and live together, Immunes and Cured.  And you exemplify that.  So you must return.  Therefore, I am appointing the two of you as ambassadors for us.  To contact other surviving communities and to distribute the Cure to anyone that still needs it.  To set up trade routes and peaceful interaction between us and, if that fails, to explore and rediscover the regions that have been lost to us. 
In the harbor there is a sailboat, outfitted by the military and supplied with doses of the Cure, our own provisions from the Farm and a wide variety of trade goods provided by the people around you.  You are free to leave when you choose and to return when you choose.  But I and the people of the City, hope you will return quickly and often."  The Governor shook their hands and departed, riding a whirlwind of cheers.  The lobby slowly emptied after dozens of well wishes and hand shakes, until only Sevita and Christine remained behind.  
Sevita hugged Nella.  "I'm so glad you're okay," she said, "But I'm going to miss you.  You have to come back and see the baby."  Nella was surprised to see Sevita crying.
"You're getting soft," she said, "Don't worry, it will be a few days, we've got to pack after all."
Sevita shook her head and smiled.  "No, we did that for you."
Nella laughed.  "Here's your hat, what's your hurry?"
A step behind Sevita, Christine spoke up.  "There is one more thing to do before you go."  She handed a small envelope to Frank.  "I thought I better pick it up from the jeweler, since you were- indisposed."
Frank grinned and thanked her.  He glanced around.  "Not here though.  And definitely not in hospital pajamas."
"We thought you'd say that.  And we thought you might be tired of hospital food," said Sevita, "so we'll meet you on the boat in an hour." Christine put her arm around Sevita's waist and gently pulled her away.  They walked out of the hospital into the bright, bustling afternoon.
"What was that about?" 
"You'll see," said Frank with a grin.  



The Boat
 
 
Sevita and Christine drove her to the docks to meet Frank.  Nella had the windows open, enjoying the first fresh air she'd breathed in months.  The day was warm and bright and more people than normal wandered the streets on errands.  Sevita drove slowly, afraid to hit anyone and unwilling to part with Nella any earlier than she had to.  When they puttered past Dr. Carton's mansion, Nella sat up.  The house was dark, as it had been when they had snuck in, but the front door was hanging open as well. 
"Sevita, did Dr. Carton move?" Nella asked.
Sevita glanced back at her in the mirror.  "Ms. Jacobsen and I decided he would be better off with someone to take care of him.  I know that's your area Nella, but you were so wrapped up in this whole mess- he had a stroke.  For now he's at the prison, just because the medical care there is better than the hospital's.  He'll go with Ann to Harbor House when she goes."
Nella nodded and let Dr. Carton and the mansion drop out of her thoughts as it disappeared behind them.
 
 
She shifted the flimsy fabric of her dress over the jagged red scar on her shoulder.  Nella hadn't worn a dress this impractical since college.  Still, it felt nice, like she was floating in the warm breeze of the docks.  Christine had insisted that she wear it, just for this once.  The short sleeve kept slipping and exposing her old wound and Nella was self conscious.  She heard Frank's quick, light step behind her and hurried to cover the scar again.
"Don't," he said and kissed the rough raised skin.  "You look beautiful."
Nella blushed and turned around.  "It's a nice boat Frank."
He looked up at it, hung with little lanterns and flying a bright white flag.  "It's more than I ever thought we'd be able to find."
Sevita appeared at the top of the ramp and waved.
Frank slid an arm around her waist and walked beside her.  He was transformed; happy and easy and utterly beautiful.  He looked down at her.  "I didn't think I'd ever be standing here you know."
"Are you sure you want to go?  It could be years before we come back."
He looked back toward the City and the black shell of the Barrier closing it in.  "There's things I'll miss, but I'm sure.  But if you aren't ready-"
"No, I'm ready," Nella said, "When I walked here from the university, the City seemed so big.  And so empty.  You'd think it would seem the same after a month locked in a room.  But it doesn't.  It feels tiny and vulnerable and ancient.  Like there's too much shared memory to really start over.  It's time to spread out.  To be explorers again."
 Christine and Sevita were waiting for them on the deck.  An impossibly full table was sitting in the center, a lit lantern flickering just a little in the breeze.  Sevita was busy filling glasses.  "Welcome home," said Christine smiling.
Frank turned to face Nella.  "So, is my boat nicer than the other guy's?"
"Definitely," laughed Nella. 
"Do you think I have a chance?"
Nella looked at him, confused. "A chance at what?"
Frank reached into his pocket.  "Sevita warned me that I'd better do this properly. So, almost-Dr. Nella Rider," Frank knelt on the wooden deck and held out a glittering thing, but Nella's eyes were too blurry to see what it was, "will you marry me?"
"Oh! Yes."  And she didn't know if the ship were rocking or she was as he lifted her off her feet to kiss her.  "Yes, Frank Courtlen, esquire-"
"Esquire-as-was," he interrupted.
"As-was," she laughed, "I'll marry you.  I never want to us to be apart again."
 
 
Ned Glist wiped his face as he left the hot parking lot and entered the cool cement prison.  He walked up to the young guard slouching next to the metal detector.
"Look," he said gruffly, "I been all over town.  Someone told me that Dr. Carton was here.  I've got a delivery for him."
"Yeah, he's here, in the infirmary.  Go down the hall and make a left after the door," said the guard.
"Well, don't you want to wand me or check it or anything?"
The guard shook his head.  "No prisoners here anymore.  Just waiting on orders for my next rotation.  No need for security anymore.  You can go."
Ned shrugged and loped down the blue hall.  He wasn't a curious man and he didn't stop to gawk at the empty cells.  It only took him a few minutes to find the infirmary where a lone nurse sat at a badly lit desk.
"Do you know where Dr. Carton is?" he asked.
"Sure, he's in the far bed.  Are you family?"
"No, just delivering something that was commissioned for him."
"I see.  I'm sorry, but I don't think he's going to be able to accept it.  He hasn't been able to speak at all since his stroke and he seems not to be very aware of what's going on around him."
Ned puffed out his cheeks in a sigh.  "Look, it's nothing big and I promised I'd deliver it.  Do you think you could take it and keep it for him, just in case?"
"I don't see the harm," said the nurse, "what is it?"
"Just a fancy gold fountain pen.  It was commissioned weeks ago by someone here actually."  Ned pulled the shining pen out of his shirt pocket.
"That's a strange coincidence," said the nurse.
Ned shrugged and handed her the pen.  "Say, do you mind signing for it?  I just want to have proof that I delivered it in case someone asks."
The nurse smiled and took the delivery scrip.  "Sure." She pawed around her desk for an ink pen but only found pencils.  Shrugging, she used the gold fountain pen and signed her name.  "That's funny," she said, shaking it, "no ink."
Ned squinted at the pen.  "But I put the cartridge in myself, it was a special glass one instead of plastic."
"Eh," said the nurse, picking up a pencil and signing the scrip, "You know how these special pens are, sometimes takes a while for the nib to start working."  She glanced over at Dr. Carton.  "Between you and me, I doubt he'll ever get to use it anyway."
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BLACK HULL by Joseph Turkot

Foreword
 
When I was in high school, I was forced to read 1984. My attempts to ignore the book and return to epic fantasy novels failed. I was enamored with Big Brother, and more importantly, the dystopian message. It was a warning. An idea of how the future might look if we don’t reflect on how far we’ve come as people, and how far we have to go. From 1984, I went to Brave New World, and then on to many other dystopian novels. One of the most inspiring for me was Oryx and Crake by Margaret Atwood. In the end, I knew I had to write in this genre. It was only natural that I chose a science-fiction setting to tell my first dystopian novel, as my love of the genre goes back to childhood all-night Star Wars marathons. But Black Hull addresses an issue that is very near to my heart. And that’s the importance of dystopian literature in a nutshell—we can create a commentary about the way things are going in society, and package it into a cautionary prediction about the future. In the last year, I became a vegan, and it has changed my life. There are many themes running through this book, but the one that I might say I care about most right now is the one I see our society as being most disconnected from—the genocide of animals. It’s all culture—whether your group of people decides dogs are valued and pigs are not, or whether it’s some other creature who gets the axe, and another that doesn’t. In parts of the world, there are factory farms of dogs. I hope that if you’re struck by one issue in this book, it’s the suggestion of where we’ll be in the future based on the trajectory of the contemporary American commodification of animals. This one’s for the animals enslaved and on death row.
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BLACK HULL FUGITIVE DOSSIER
 
NAME: Mickey Compton
AGE: 51 yrs. old 
SEX: Male 
H/W: 5’11”   185 pounds
COMP: Pale, Brown Eyes
M/S: Divorced 
CHILDREN: 2 males 
BIRTHPLACE: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, United Countries of America
EDU: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, class of May 3094.
GOV SERVICE: 24 yrs, NASA F.R.I.N.G.E. 
                                                                        Terminated. 
                                                                        Reason for termination: Second Degree Murder.
ASSETS: $-324,606
SENTENCE: 30 year term in UCA Penitentiary. 
 
ALERT:
 
SUSPECT HAS FLED THE SYSTEM, AND IS CONSIDERED ARMED AND DANGEROUS. PLEASE REPORT ANY PERTINENT INFORMATION TO LOCAL UCA OFFICIALS.
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The lid of the cryosleep chamber whooshed. Everything was black. 
 
Mick rubbed goo from his eyes and released the straps around his torso one by one. He sat up. It shouldn’t be dark. Naked, he stood; his fingers worked along a cold metal wall, groping for a switch. What the hell is going on? His hand ran into a smooth encasement, lifted it, found a circular knob within. 
 
He pressed in. 
 
Nothing—no light lit the chamber. It’s too cold . . . Has the ship lost power?
 
His skin pricked with goosebumps. A barely audible whir beat in the walls—life support is on. He stumbled toward a door, felt for its manual entry hook, pried it out. He stepped into a black corridor. No more light than the cryosleep chamber. 
            
Clothes, or find someone? Mick traced his way back into the sleep chamber, found his wall-trunk, and dressed himself. 
 
He traced a steel notch running the wall out into the corridor. Each footstep clanked loudly against metal floor grates. The ship isn’t running main power, I can’t hear her. His pulse quickened, his brain dumping adrenaline. 
 
He rushed along the wall, anxious to reach the next door. Finally, his thumb found another manual latch and wrenched it up.
 
Light! 
 
It came from a row of fluorescent dots, their amber glow faintly guiding him across the room. He waited for his eyes to register shapes from the black. 
 
His blind fingers recognized the feel of curved plastisteel: a computer terminal. The control station. This is a pod. He knew it instantly, before his eyes had acquainted with the dim amber. He plodded forward, squared to the terminal. What happened? He searched for a familiar switch. Circuitry awoke, broke the silence: the main computer has auxiliary power. A screen lit, blinding him. He closed his eyes, blinked endlessly, then stared back at it, waiting for something to come into focus.
 
COMMAND>
 
The letters blinked, piercing green. He swiped his finger across the screen. The line of text elongated:
 
 COMMAND>INPUT
 
He traced two fingers down from INPUT.
 
COMMAND>INPUT>STATUS…
 
The computer was thinking. How much power is left? The screen went black, flickered, then turned off, dead like the rest of the ship. God damn it!
 
STATUS:
 
<C>NAV. FAILURE: EXCEPTION ERROR x02899182v223a
<C>THST A. FAILURE: N.R.
 <C>THST B. FAILURE: N.R.
<C>CNTR. PWR: HARDWARE EXCEPTION
<B> AUX. PWR: 17%
<B> EPU: LVL 6 
<A> LF-SPPRT: SET TO [I]
 
Seventeen percent. Life support on intermittent. Running when it has to. God damn cold. 
 
The number next to AUX. PWR dropped to 16. Do I keep her running, try to find out what the hell happened, or sit tight? Mick watched the screen, looked around the room: his eyes had adjusted to the dim light, and his intuition had been correct: he was in a tiny pod used for emergency escape, but from where had he jettisoned? And why? What was our mission—a smuggling run? A number fixed in his mind: 100,000 UCD. They had been returning, too, the mission a success. What happened? He couldn’t remember, he’d been sleeping—they all had. It was a year-long mission; Christopher would have been ten years older, relative to Earth’s time. 
 
Ten years mission time traded for thirty in prison. 
 
That was his sentence, if he couldn’t pay up: thirty years in the UCA Pen. But he had found a way out, a sympathetic friend in a high position of the UCA judicial branch. They’d made a deal, details all covered: A ten year smuggling run, a politician’s hot payload of rare ore, and deletion from the database. Just do this one last job, and it will go away. Fuck it. That had been his mindset.
 
He traced his index finger down in the line of an I, then quickly drew an O. The computer came on with full power.   
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“Computer, last known navigation…”
“M-Class System, Gliese 581.”
“How the fuck did we get out there?”
 
No response.
 
“Computer—how did we get close to Gliese? We were on a course from Zubenalgubi for Earth.”
“Carrier ship Crake S.O.S. recorded at sixteen hundred hours, November fourteenth, three thousand twenty.”
“An S.O.S.?”
“Correct.”
“Registration of carrier ship Crake?”
“Unconfirmed or corrupt data.”
“Come on, you piece of shit.”
 
Alone. Drifting in the void. Barely enough power to last another a day. 
 
Corrupt data.
 
“What is the power req for a full-range scan?”
“A full-range scan will consume eight percent power. A short-range scan will consume six percent power.” 
“How long will intermittent life-support systems last at current power usage?”
“Eighteen hours.”
 
Continue to drift in the cold? Wait for something to spring from the black, and save me? Or give it one last scan for something, anything, out there in range . . .
 
“Any data on cause of pod ejection?”
“Main engine valve explosion on mother vessel Crake.”
 
Valve explosion? Mick thought of his children’s faces, his ex-wife, his friends at the docking station. The images were muddled. Ten for thirty. He wondered how many had met this cold fate: dying in space. 
 
To freeze; to ease into hypothermia. There had to have been hundreds who’d gone before him. The thought comforted him.  
 
“Can you double check engine power?” It had been a joke. The computer misunderstood.
“Central power, failure. All thrusters, failure. Recommended course of action: use intermittent life-support systems in wait of rescue. ”
“Is there any record of an S.O.S. after the explosion on Crake?”
“No records retrievable.”
 
Mick thought about the polished F.R.I.N.G.E. ships he used to pilot: new, fitted with any and every technology. Black hull ships—smuggling vessels—like the Crake, were old. Crake was two hundred years old. Its computers were retrofitted, but nothing else new had been used. Newer ships were protected under UCA law—black hull freighters flew under-the-radar by way of their outdated computer systems and black hull cloaking technology.
 
No light, no signal, issued from a black hull ship.
 
“Might as well…”
“Your command does not register, please repeat.”
“Go ahead. Full range scan.” Mick lay slumped against the cold steel of the terminal casing.
“Initiating full-range scan. Please allow three minutes.”
 
Drifting through the void. A valve explosion. Gliese 581? 
 
Doesn’t make sense. There are stories of aliens from there. Earth-like they say. A goldilocks world. Maybe that’s what happened. Intercepted. Or maybe things just go wrong. Remember God? That thought is strange: someone who looks out for you no matter what. 
 
I’m a criminal floating in space. Dead space. Intermittent life-support. No records, no engines, no power. 
 
Mick closed his eyes. His skin pricked up as the cabin cooled. The ship whirred, no longer dead silent. A short life-span remaining. A minute passed. Another. The rinds of life dripped as from a sieve.
 
“Full range scan return: no trace of heat anomalies, no trace of cross transmissions, empty matter analysis.”
“Computer…”
“Awaiting command.”
“Power remaining?” He didn’t have the energy to look at the screen.
“Six percent auxiliary power remaining.”
“How long can I last with ILS?”
“Twelve hours.”
“Does this ship have a suit?” Say yes.
“No.”
 
Who the hell put me in this damned pod? 
 
He couldn’t remember anything but finishing the job in the Zubenalgubi system. The pick-up had gone smooth. No valve explosion. No getting in a pod. No evacuation emergency. Just going into cryo to wake up back home, pay for the wipe. Trade ten years of mission time for thirty in prison. A second chance to see his children grow up. And Karen. A good injustice.
 
“Engage ILS.”
“Authorization required.” 
 
Mick rose from his corner and walked to the computer. His fingers wrote a familiar pattern on its screen. The lights dimmed, turned off. Two amber dots remained softly alive, winking. The auxiliary power hissed, turned off. He walked to a porthole. A small latch turned, his fingers raised its velviplastic screen. 
            A new black appeared: a softer, gentler black, speckled with distant suns. He leaned against the pod wall, looking into space. 
 
How many others are still alive? No ships pass the route we took—no UCA ships. What are the odds that another black hull ship passes and detects this pod? Three billion to one? 
 
No. Those were good odds.
 
The temperature dropped. Goosebumps enlarged on his forearm. 
 
Jack London wrote about freezing to death. It hadn’t sounded so bad. Hadn’t it been pleasant to warmly die upon the Yukon? Why not here? ILS ensures a gradual exit—there will be no want for oxygen. Comforting . . . 
 
He left the porthole, the sight of the gentler black, returning to the metal dark of the pod interior. It smelled like detergent. 
 
A clean black hull pod. A clean grave.
 
He closed his eyes. 
 
I love you boys. I love you Karen. I love you guys. I’ll miss you, too. A lot. Please don’t forget I loved you, even though I fucked it up. I’ll always love you. 
 
A tiny noise broke the silence: ILS clicked on, its humming enough to subdue the siren in Mick’s head.
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“System charged.”
 
Did I dream that? 
 
Mick rubbed his arm. Still cold. The cabin was dark, barely lighted by a thin row of soft-glowing Christmas lights. 
 
Why do I have to wake up? There’ll only be an hour or two left of ILS. 
 
He rose from the floor and approached the terminal screen. 
 
COMMAND>
 
The green letters burned his eyes. He blinked. His fingers stroked right along the glass.
 
COMMAND>INPUT>
 
A down swipe.
 
COMMAND>INPUT>STATUS…
 
A moment of dread. Anticipation. 
 
Why the hell couldn’t I stay asleep?
 
STATUS:
 
<C>NAV. FAILURE: EXCEPTION ERROR x02899182v223a
<C>THST A. FAILURE: N.R.
 <C>THST B. FAILURE: N.R.
<C>CNTR. PWR: HARDWARE EXCEPTION
<B> AUX. PWR: 98%
<B> EPU: LVL 6 
<A> LF-SPPRT: SET TO [I]
            
It can’t be. I am dreaming.
 
He turned to the cabin behind him, to the soft black-within-black of the porthole he’d left open. He looked back to the screen:
 
 <B> AUX. PWR: 98%
 
Not a dream. 
 
He drew an I, then an O on the glass. The computer came to life. Lights brightened. He blinked and held his eyelids together hard.
 
“How has auxiliary power increased?” His voice quivered with boyish excitement. 
 
A new hope? Not yet.
 
“Record of charge at twelve hundred hours.”
“Who charged it?” He ran to the porthole, saw nothing but the speckled bands of deep space. He opened the other two portholes, saw the same.
“Charge authorized by XJ71.”
“Information on XJ71.”
“XJ71, first generation android of Corp Tech Industries. Patent year twenty-six fourteen.”
 
Twenty-six fourteen? Jesus Christ.
 
“Where is XJ71?”
“No tracking record for XJ71.”
“Full range scan, immediately.”
 
Mick waited. Adrenaline surged through his veins. A black hull operation headed by an ancient android? The thought tested itself in his head. 
 
What else could it have been? It charged the pod within the hour—it had to be in range still. 
 
“Full range scan return: no trace of heat anomalies, no trace of cross transmissions, empty matter analysis.”
“Impossible.”
“Recommended course of action: intermittent life-support systems in wait of rescue.”
 
A dream. He ran around the cabin, then down the lone corridor of the pod, past the cryo chamber, into the escape hatch chamber. It was lit. He inspected everything. No trace of entry.
 
A sharp metal bracket caught his head as he raced back to the cabin. A spell of dizziness brought him to a stop. Would someone charge the pod and leave me to die anyway? He looked at the computer screen. Same numbers. Computer error? Malfunctioning from the explosion? His fingers began a series of rapid movements over the glossy screen. Errors. Nothing returned.
 
“Computer—show full pod history.”
“Cannot access pod history. Corrupted data.”
“Check engine thrusters.”
“Thrusters A and B have failed.”
“How the hell did we get from six percent power to ninety-eight?” The computer didn’t register Mick’s anger.
“Record of a charge authorized by XJ71.”
“What time did XJ71 authorize charge?”
“Twelve hundred hours.”
“Information on XJ71.”
“No information returned—corrupt data.”
 
A full reboot. I can live without ILS for thirty minutes. No space suit. I don’t have any other option. 
 
He ran to a corner terminal, removed a panel, and began entering a series of commands into a small console. Several wires moved, twisted, untwisted. The cabin went black. Soft light from space broke the uniform dark of the pod. Mick shuffled around, removed a tiny flashlight from a shelf, returned to his hands and knees. The air grew colder.
 
C’mon you piece of shit. 
 
He fiddled against the small space under the terminal, rearranging wires, plugs, cords, components, capacitors. His fingers were too big. 
 
“You piece of shit.” NASA F.R.I.N.G.E. ships are wireless now. Wireless.

 
The amber dots glowed again. Power ran through the wires. 
 
If this doesn’t work? Voices spoke to each other in his head: Then we go to sleep. Why are you asking me that? 
 
A picture flashed before his mind’s eye: a picnic with his two sons, his wife, when she had been his wife: A frozen piece of time, before the charges. His son played with a toy rocket. He was telling stories about the beginnings of space flight. His wife looked at him with admiration. A pioneer and a genius, the press had called him. He had whispered many stories to his children as their eyelids failed them; he’d inspired them, taught them principles, adventure, what it meant to be a good man.
 
The screen blinked green as he turned the terminal on again and applied full power. I/O. The cabin lit up.
 
“Auxiliary power level?” Though the screen told him ninety-seven percent, he needed to hear it from the computer.
“Ninety-seven percent.”
“Record of auxiliary charge?”
“Charge authorized by XJ71 at twelve hundred hours.”
“Information on XJ71.”
“XJ71, first generation android of Corp Tech Industries. Patent year twenty-six fourteen.”
“What kind of ship was XJ71 in?”
“No record of tracking for XJ71.”
 
Same thing. It’s just troubleshooting, you can figure this out. You’ve done this a million times. Go through each step. Take your time. 
 
“ILS duration at current power level?”
“ILS can be sustained for an estimated four days at current power level.”
 
Relief spread. The thought of a nap passed through his head. 
 
I have time for it. I can sleep, troubleshoot. Figure out this mystery—I always do. That’s why I was in F.R.I.N.G.E. 
 
Another voice replied: You used to know how to figure things out. You’re old, but even you are too young to figure out this computer system. This ship is hundreds of years old. You spent your career on new ships. Give up. 
 
“Run full-range scan.” Always do things twice. Three times if necessary.
 
“Please allow three minutes for scan.”
 
Mick returned to all three portholes, double-checking the blank canvas of space. Nothing moved. Stars blinked, nothing more. Power doesn’t just restore itself. Could the computer have had full power the whole time, been misreading data? How long was I floating on ILS since the explosion on Crake? The computer beeped, data returned.
 
“Full range scan return: one heat anomaly, no trace of cross transmissions, empty matter analysis.”
 
Adrenaline flowed again.
 
“Heat anomaly on display.”
 
The screen flashed several times, appeared to turn off, then listed its return:
 
HEAT ANOMALY DETECTED:
 
SPACETIME REFERENT: 4.56743 x 2.1110092 x h7 o 0.12 {0.0000138}
HEAT: 19.1 kelvads at range of 8,560 miles.
SIGNATURE STRENGTH: 24 meters squared.
VELOCITY: no velocity detected.
 
No velocity? An error—nothing there. The board is fried. It’s fucked. 
 
“Double-check heat anomaly velocity.”
“No heat anomaly detected or recorded.” The screen blanked, returned empty.
“Heat anomaly on display.”
“Data is corrupt or irretrievable.”
“Holy shit.” 
 
He sat on the ground. Adrenaline rolled into anxiety. 
 
“Shut off gravity.” 
 
He floated into the center of the cabin. 
 
Save power. 
 
He let his body twist through the void. His eyes surveyed the rotating cabin. 
 
Without a reliable computer, I could be in range of a UCA ship and never know it. I could have thruster power and never know it. 
 
Something caught his eye in one of the portholes: a moving star.
 
He grabbed the rail of a terminal and pulled himself to the porthole: Blue-white and moving fast.
 
“Code U signal.”
“Advise against code U signal: power consumption too great in proportion to remaining auxilia—”
“I know how much power it uses!”
“Recommend ILS—”
“Code U signal, immediately!”
“Commencing code U signal.”
 
The blue dot traced a line across the speckled black of space. 
 
Code U. I’m saved. It was a thought complete and certain. It’s a comet. Voices fought inside his head. My boy is probably flying class two ships by now. He’ll need my opinion on something. Maybe Karen hasn’t found anyone. I could be what I used to think I was supposed to be. 
A vision of a beach flashed before his mind’s eye: gold and turquoise blending into vermillion, crying babies. The barking of a dog. A smell, hope mixed with hamburger and memories that mustn’t die yet. 
 
Do you want a beer? Sure. 
 
“Computer—shut down all unnecessary systems except those needed for the code U and ILS.” He half-believed the computer would follow his commands properly. 
“Confirm shutdown of all unnecessary systems except those required for continuation of code U signal and ILS.” Mick jammed his fingers on the screen, forming an old pattern. 
 
The cabin dimmed. Soon the amber dots provided the only contrast against the soft black of space that shaped the portholes. The blue dot left the porthole he clung to. He pushed himself through the air to the next one. It reappeared, following the same course. 
 
C’mon. Not a comet. Not a comet. Change course. Not a comet. Change course. C’mon. C’mon. 
 
The blue dot slowed, came to a stop. 
 
“Comets don’t stop!” Mick flipped out. He bounced like a rubber ball, back and forth, floor to ceiling, wall to wall, shouting, screaming, crying. He saw the faces of his children.
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Eternal cryosleep. No, only ten years of time relative to Earth. That buys twenty more years to watch them, spend time with them. Einstein had first proved such errands were possible, probable. 
 
Maybe Karen will be ready for a date. 
 
The airlock beeped. 
“Vessel requests docking.”
“Dock.”
 
The computer performed its maneuver, ancient guidance at work. Auxiliary power remained high. Somehow, a rogue android had come through the deepest recess of no man’s space. A smuggling droid, no doubt.

 
“Docking maneuver commencing.”
 
Will it try to explain itself? What could I explain to it? Yes, though I wouldn’t expect you to understand, I am plugging toward Earth to pay off a law man. Yes, this run would have bought my freedom. What went wrong? I can’t say—everything was fine. We procured the rock, set course for Earth. And somehow, near Gliese, there was an explosion. Survivors? Just me. Black hull. I’m lucky you spotted me. I know, I know…
 
“Docking completed. Airlock secure.”
“Computer, what of XJ71?”
“Heat signature is present aboard the vessel class Inter-Space Light Dog One.”
 
Light Dog One. Corrupt data? Light Dog model three hundred and twelve came out last year. One per year, right?
 
“You expect me to believe this ship is over three hundred years old?”
“Affirmative.”
“And XJ71 model was commissioned in what year?”
“Twenty-six fourteen.”
“The droid is older than the ship?”
“Correct, sir. An attitude is unwarranted, captain.”
 
Artificial Intelligence. At some point in history, it became necessary to include humor. Also, at some point later, it became obvious that a self-intelligent droid’s humor differed from a human’s.
 
“Are communication lines open?”
“Affirmative.”
“Open channel.” 
 
Mick’s adrenals surged. Elation. Somehow as he prepared to greet his savior, a deep depression set in: Life had been saved, but the ore…
 
Ten years with nothing to show.
 
“Mick Compton here, sole survivor, requesting assistance.”
“Come aboard Mick,” replied an metal voice over the com.
 
He walked past the cryo to the airlock door. It whizzed open. A small tunnel, no lights. More whizzing. Bright green light blinded him.
 
“Welcome aboard Light Dog One!”
 
In front of Mick stood the oldest looking piece of shit he had ever seen. For some reason, Computer had not been returning corrupt data on this one: The old assemblage of bare, gaping rods looked like something he’d seen in a movie a long time ago… IG-88, was it? One of those historic films they’d shown in Art class in college.
                        
And this class had shown him the way people once thought androids would look, long before their realized constructions. Images and movies of a bygone era had adorned his professor’s screen that semester. Old films, preserved for their aesthetic value, their preservation of the human imagination. He’d liked them though; there was something special in those wet dream imaginings: Data, IG-88, Terminator, HAL. Some didn’t have bodies, some did; some looked indistinguishable from humans, and others looked like the scrap of shit in front of him.
   
“Is there something wrong?” it asked. Mick hadn’t moved—his brain was processing. 
“No. I didn’t think my computer had been giving the right information.”
 
“Well, that’s a shame—I can check it for you, if you’d like.” A curl of steam rose from the droid’s left eye socket.
 
“No—it’s fine. We’re leaving it behind anyway.”
“No. I’ll copy its file system. We’ll bring it along. I have the fuel for it. Anyway, I’d like the company. A newer model intelligence might come in handy. You see, I’ve been in need of a new chess opponent.”
“Sure.”
 
Mick followed XJ71 down a corridor into the Light Dog’s control room. It was wider than the pod’s, but all the computer terminals protruded so much, in their ancient, outdated way, that it seemed smaller. Bright fluorescent lights lit the room a bronze hue, and XJ71 sat down in a steel-wire swivel chair attached to the floor in front of the cabin’s largest viewscreen.
 
“Just a moment…”
“Sure, take your time.” Mick watched in awe as the old droid ran its fingers across a keypad. Images triggered in his mind: keyboards, mice, buildings that claimed to be computers, relics of the time when people still counted petabytes. But there it was, in front of him. Old as can be, using a keyboard. Saving his life.
“Is there an AI on this ship?”
“No—Light Dog thirty-one introduced the first intelligence-based operating system.”
“Why are you out here? This is a black hull smuggling route . . . the only reasons ships run this way is for the ore in Zubenalgubi.”
“An asteroid hit your ship, you know. You might consider thanking me.”
“Asteroid? But that’s—”
“Quite possible. You ran a poor route through the Gliese System’s Oort Cloud.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t worry about it.” He continued to type things, and his display scrolled line after line of foreign characters.
 
“What’s on your screen?”
“Lanascript.”
“Lanascript?”
“Oh, just a special plugin of code I wrote some time ago. Give me a moment…”
 
So the ore is gone, smashed to bits. Jacob, Conway, Teebles, dead.
Twenty light years from Earth. The Light Dog could achieve, what, maybe—
 
“What speed can she hit?”
“Excuse me?”
“Light Dog One.”
“Under optimal conditions, one point nine.”
“One point nine?”
“Correct.”
“Jesus Christ, what a fuck—”
“The Christ of Earth? How interesting.”
 
You’ve got to be kidding me. Add five more years. Why do I care so much? I’m not going home for a paycheck anymore. I’m going home to prison.
 
“I retrieved your ore load.”
“What?”
“It’s in cargo.”
“How?”
“Picked up the hit on my scanners—the ore was all there, lumped. Magnadraw and Hoila.”
 
“Jesus.” Christ. Savior of Mankind.
Long considered to be the herald of the afterlife. Second coming: Adolf Hitler, dispeller of religious ideals—with that antichrist was the end of days: Life continued and man went to the moon.
“The Christian Jesus of antiquity?”
“No—I mean, I thought it was gone, fifteen years wasted.”
“Fifteen years? What does that refer to?”
“How much this damned trip cost me.”
“You figure to be home in how many years?”
“Five—the black hull I was on rated four, and you said this is one point nine, so…”
“Oh, I am sorry Mick. She’s no longer running under optimal conditions, didn’t I say that?”
“How fast?”
“Point eight, maybe.”
 
There was a time when light speed was achieved solely through underground tunnels in Europe, mazeworks called supercolliders, where elementary particles smashed at extremely high speeds. Sometime shortly after the second millennium, somewhere in Switzerland, a particle was sent at the speed of 1.0000000000000132 x 299,792,458 meters per second. It arrived in Italy slightly faster than photons that had left at the same time. Suddenly the scientific community went into shock. The news soon vanished from newspapers and the internet, and nothing was spoken for four years. They had to make certain, the tops had said.
 
The upheavals came in cycles: Copernicus; Galileo; Newton; Rutherford; Bohrs; Einstein; Feynman; Heisenberg. Three hundred years later, shortly after the United Countries of America formed (a product of at first Russia and North America, and then the United Countries of Africa), the first quarter-light-speed spaceship launched from Cape Canaveral, Florida. That was all it took. Once the technology was in place, the increments crawled higher every thirty years. 1.1—a landmark. 1.2—a milestone. 1.5—an impossibility. By the time Light Dog 1 rolled off an assembly line, colonies had started to appear on Mars. Once LS3 was achieved, NASA started F.R.I.N.G.E: Far Reaching Intelligence and Near-Galaxy Exploration. By the time Mick joined F.R.I.N.G.E., NASA had been running their missions for three hundred years. He’d flown on an LS8-capable ship once. LS8.
 
“Point eight! What the fuck do you mean point eight?”
“Mick, no need to make me feel like I’m poor company to keep. Did I mention our cryosleep chamber is no longer working?”
 
Now he’s joking: Some kind of a clown robot. 
 
Maybe in the old days, they’d made these IG-88 models to mess with astrorookies. It was a joke. There was another black hull in waiting, Computer hadn’t picked it up due to corrupt data, and they’d sent this antique as a gag. Do I call its bluff? No, play along. It can’t hurt. Better than you were an hour ago, right?
 
“Ok, so no more cryosleep.”
“That’s right Mick.” He continued to punch keys.
“You want to tell me the plan, then?”
“I aim to take us to Utopia.”
“Utopia?” The name More, somehow, ran through Mick’s head.
“Yes.”
“You mean Earth?”
“No, of course not. Earth was destroyed, you know that Mick. Don’t play games with me, we’re a team now.”
 
Ok, now it’s gone too far. 
 
Mick walked up to the dim screen, on which blurred a steady roll of characters that responded to inputs from XJ71’s fork-hands. A primitive compulsion drove each of Mick’s fists down into the keyboard. Cracked plastic shards ricocheted off the cabin walls. Amber eyes turned on a swivel head. A gunmetal skull stared, baffled.
 
“Why would you do that Mick?”
“Where do you get off—no cryosleep, less than LS1?”
“Would you rather fend for yourself on the pod?”
 
He’s not lying. I would have been better off freezing to death. 
 
The thought repeated, endlessly, eventually turning to noise. There was no other black hull. His crew had known that; they’d purposely made sure of it. Black hulls weren’t friendly to each other anyway—they all competed for the same resource: ore. Ore was money. Nothing else was out here. 
 
Stuck. With an ancient robot, on an ancient, broken ship. Looking at twenty years.
 
“Look at it this way, Mick: We’ve got plenty of food and fuel, more than enough to get us to Utopia.”
 
Mick slumped down, grazing a wire harnesses that snagged and drew blood. He didn’t notice any pain. His son was into music. They’d made a pact to record something together. He’d been having ideas, different sorts of “going home” songs. One ended: “As I wander far from home and soul / Always will I return / to you, the hearts from which I roamed.”
 
“Ok. I’m all ears, XJ71. That’s what you want me to call you?”
“Call me XJ.”
“I’m all ears XJ.”
“All ears . . . that is a colloquial phrase. Checking database…”
 
It has to check its colloquial database. That’s okay. It gives me time. I need to sort this out: Grateful to be alive. Average human lifespan: one hundred and sixty years. I have plenty of time. What do I care if I’m seventy when I get back to them? Because Karen will have a new love. Why are you kidding yourself, she already does. That prick? He’s dumb, rich, and arrogant. He never piloted a god damned hovercraft. Does that concern you now?
 
“All ears means what?”
“Tell me what the plan is.”
“I told you the plan. Although our plans have changed. Now my plans include replacing this console with one that works.”
“What are you doing out here?” 
 
Mick waited for his answer, watching the droid disappear from the console station. He thought about the word, Utopia. He remembered it meant something important, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
A perfect world? Let us go there. Let us rejoice and be glad. The refrain from church, wasn’t it? The end of that trap. Religion did not die out, after all. It faded away, didn’t it? God—do you remember the refrain? God be with us. There were principles, that was all. Don’t misconstrue God for principles, he’d told his kids. Be honest, hard-working, helpful, kind. Apply those principles to your daily life, and forget that God bullshit. Could it be that mental clarity was returning? How long has it been? Four hours since waking from cryo? It hadn’t been that long. It doesn’t matter. You can recognize how fucked you are without regaining mental clarity.
 
A creaking accompanied the movement of rusting joints as XJ waltzed back into the control room with a new keyboard console. He diligently began disconnecting the old one. 
 
“What are you doing out here?” 
“Mick, I don’t know what you mean, out here.”
“Out here. Fucking space. Floating in the vacuum outside the Gliese system.”
“Well of course I can explain my mission, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Just taking a god damned stroll through space? Sauntering about, traipsing through the Oort cloud?”
“Your sense of humor is human.”
“Well I’m human.”
“Hah—ah, hah-hah!” It was a laugh, Mick realized several moments later.
“And that’s built-in humor recognition AI.” 
“Oh dear—you were quite serious, weren’t you?”
“About being human?”
“Yes.”
“I hope so.”
“I will have to check your system after I fix this.”
“Check my system? How about you give me a blow job?”
“I beg your pardon, Mick?”
“Are you alright, or have you lost some circuits?”
“I suffer from Alzeimagnetism deficiency.”
“Alzeimagna-what?”
“And I fear you do too, I think.”
“Alza what?”
“You don’t have an entry for it?”
 
Mick realized what was happening. He had gone from one corrupt computer to another. Data irretrievable. Corrupt data. A circuit was not completing in this poor old thing’s brain. 
 
It thinks I’m a robot.
 
“Do I look like a robot to you XJ?” Mick tried to dispel the droid’s suspicion. XJ finished installing the console and stood up, rotated with a creak toward his crew mate:
“Yes, very much. But that’s an outdated term: Robot. Cellbot, you mean.”
“Cellbot?”
“Of course—rub it in. I know I am an older model, but that doesn’t make you any more resistant to Alzeimagnetism.”
“What on god’s green earth is Alzeimagnetism?”
“Mick, you are serious, aren’t you?”
“I’m about to shut you down is how serious I am.”
“Memory loss akin to the archaic human syndrome known as Alzheimer’s disease.”
“Too much XJ, too much.” Mick slumped down again. He’d been pacing, staring out the porthole, expecting to see another ship arrive, come clean about the prank. 
 
Can I really hear this thing out? Surely I am in my death dream. I’ve frozen off this mortal coil.
 
“I’ll hear you out. I’m a cellbot, you said? And we’re going to Utopia, and Earth is destroyed?”
“Yes.”
“And it’s the thirty-second century still, or has that changed too?” Mick laughed. 
 
Perhaps humor was what he needed. After a laugh, he could settle in, troubleshoot the cryochamber, the engine, do what he did best: get himself home.
 
“Mick, I am glad I found you—Ah-hah-hah!” XJ’s eyes lit. A wisp of smoke shot toward the plasmetal ceiling from his nose. He laughed for nearly ten seconds. Mick closed his eyes; thoughts formed, condensed: one letter, another, words, sentences, phrases, concepts, ideas, patterns, intentions.
 
“Ok, I give up. What year is it?”
“Why, Mick. Don’t pretend you don’t know that time no longer passes.” XJ grew solemn, “perhaps your AM is worse than mine after all. Oh dear.”
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Starlight mixed with ocher gleam in the dining room aboard the Light Dog One.
 
Orange fluorescence washed over a beige table, rectangular, meant to seat six. Only two sat: XJ across from Mick. An antique clock, digital, hung above the head of the table. The walls, once bare and metal-plain, now bore the signs of dementia: The robot had decorated, it seemed, plastering archaic photos wherever there was a smooth surface. Mick strained to make out the faded images: strange singers from a bygone era, dressed in leather, above their heads a sign reading “The Cavern Club.” 
 
The ceiling wore several dangling earrings of tangled fish hooks, bent from wire coil and plastifiber. A radio with a half-eaten apple face sung mildly some recording from the twentieth century: “Everybody’s gree—heen, ‘cause I’m the one that won your love.” Several of the lights flickered occasionally, adding artificial despair to an otherwise blank morning. A pot of gold steamed between the droid and his new guest: roasted beans wafted in step to the radio’s throbbing rhythm. XJ’s face contorted in what was once man’s best mimesis of a smile. Mick looked at the droid, drew his cup, and sighed.
 
“So it’s four thousand.”
“That’s right Mick.”
“And, time’s stopped?”
“Ah-hah!” The droid gyrated, drew its own cup, and slapped the table. A line splintered at the spot where he struck.
“You said it was. What’s to be trusted from a droid with AM?”
“It was a joke, Mick—look.” XJ pointed to a faded photograph.
“Einstein?”
“Right—time is a property of matter. It was humor, to set you at ease.”
 
Can I get into the computer on this thing without him bothering me? Maybe I can figure it out. I worked on LD200s. Late 200s. 
 
“So, how far to Utopia?”
“Just about a year.”
 
Maybe they are dead, all of them: civilization, society, war, plague, history, family, Earth. What a condensed growth in a single location. Vulnerable. 
 
“So my mission, it was eight hundred and fifty years ago? How do you explain that?”
“Mick, I can’t quite explain it—it just happens to be the variance in our recollections.”
“How’d you track down Crake?”
“I was coasting through, on an errand before the trip to Utopia, and the explosion came through on my radar.”
“Do you mind if I take a look at the ship’s memory?”
“Not at all.”
 
Mick drank down the last of his coffee and left the table. XJ watched him walk to the main computer and sit down.
 
This is ancient. A waste of my time. 
 
“How do I access the time?”
“It’s on the top right.”
 
Mick’s eyes rolled. The time and date: 4,000: 12:2:19:16.1.1.
 
He’s programmed his system to match his alzemangled brain. Impossible. 
 
The first few human instances of time-travel had been incidental. Sergei Avdeyev, a Russian cosmonaut, had flown around Earth in low-orbit for over seven hundred days, just before the close of the twentieth century. His speed in orbit had been 17,500 miles per hour, causing time for him to pass slower relative to Earth time. His feat garnered him acclaim as the first time traveler; he’d gone a full point two seconds into the future. Eventually, time travel became a luxury of the rich. Special orbiting vessels traveled swiftly around the Earth, their occupants paying in accordance with how far they wanted to travel into the future. All payments were made up front. 
 
Some chose to travel ten years into the future, hoping for cures to their fatal diseases in the not-so-distant future, with the idea of returning to enjoy life while their friends and family were still alive. Others paid more, longing to see the evolution of the human species. These richest of clients paid to travel up to one hundred years into the future, at the cost of only several years of their own lives.  
 
But eight hundred and fifty years? Even the best technology can’t produce those results. I haven’t aged a bit. All light-speed transport ships, including Black Hulls, use STEC engines: Spacetime Expansion and Contraction. STEC barely dilates the passage of time. Even if the technology does exist, there’s no way XJ’s ship is capable of it. 
 
“How do I access the Nav?”
“Let me show you,” said XJ, walking over.
 
The droid’s arm punched several quick commands into the keyboard. The spacetime grid of a foreign galaxy populated the screen. Beneath the image, a footer appeared: Messier 82.
 
“Messier 82?”
“Precisely. We are on course for Utopia within the Messier 82 galaxy.”
“I’ve never heard of it.”
“It’s quite a place Mick. I’m glad you’ll be seeing it.”
“I won’t be seeing it because we have to get back to Earth.”
“Earth is gone, Mick.”
“Bring up Earth on the Nav.”
“If it pleases you, I’ll make an attempt.”
 
XJ punched the keyboard again. The screen responded after a momentary shudder. The arms of the Milky Way Galaxy appeared. The screen zoomed in, revealing a star system with familiar planets. Mick watched the Earth come into focus, but something was wrong; it was misshapen. 
 
“Zoom in further.”
 
It’s mangled. Devoid of blue. Without a moon. How’d he program that?
 
“What is this?”
“It’s Earth Mick. I’m sorry you are so shocked by it.”
“How?”
“The Moon Collision.”
“Moon?”
“The Quantum Bomb, Mick.”
“Quantum bombs are illegal.”
“Perhaps you should spend a day or two reading the Earth History Archives. They might deliver you from concern.”
“My concern is my god damned family, you good-for-nothing piece of shit!”
 
XJ recoiled, slowly backing away from Mick’s rage.
 
“I am sorry you’ve been mixed up, and that you won’t see them again. I don’t know how I can help.”
 
This is the death-dream. How else do you get eight hundred years into the future? I’m dying on the pod. This madness is the last firings of my neurons—a dream of impossibility and strangeness. 
 
Mick checked the time on the screen, looked away, closed his eyes, then checked it again. 
 
Same time. Dream check fail. Try again, try something else. 
 
Mick repeated his check, but the time on the screen stayed constant, instead of jumping about as it did in his dreams. He performed his second check: He ran to the nearest corridor, looked in, then returned to XJ. His imagination conjured a different environment. He ran back. The corridor remained the same. 
 
Not a dream. Not by these measures. But it has to be. What were the other dream tests?
 
“Mick, it appears your AM is worsening. Why don’t you try some exercise? I can lead you to our bicycles.”
 
“Okay, if it’s four thousand, humor me,” Mick began. “Have humans invented reverse time  travel?”
 
The laws of physics hadn’t allowed for reverse time travel. There only existed the theoretically still state of matter, its relative inertia, and the properties of matter and energy that explained motion from stillness. The four fundamental forces of nature—weak, strong, electromagnetic, and gravity—were bound to either stasis or motion. There was no recording taking place, invisibly keeping track of the prior configurations of matter in any given location. Yet Mick decided he would indulge himself in the droid’s malfunctioning mind anyway.
 
“Humans haven’t existed for many years, Mick.”
“Of course, right. And can you answer my question?”
“Well, to be honest, there is no such thing as reverse time travel. It simply isn’t possible. Many people have written theories where mathematically it may have made some sense, but in application, it is impossible. You see, UCA law prevents—”
“Why?”
“Because . . .”
 
XJ seemed to stop functioning. His eyes dimmed, then returned to full brightness. 
 
“I must remember to charge.”
“Charge?”
“Yes, I am not a fancy model like you Mick—I still must remember to charge. The AM makes it so hard to remember.”
“Well, let’s get you plugged in. I need to know why it’s impossible.”
“Right. Come this way.”
 
They walked through the corridor Mick had used for his dream test, and turned abruptly into an L-shaped plastisteel chamber equipped with several reclining chairs. XJ seated himself in one and plugged a wired bracket into the side of his arm. 
 
“Ahhh,” he moaned. 
 
Mick laughed, despite the horror of his situation. The robot’s ancient AI was almost comical. 
 
Could I really experience this and not live to tell the story? It’s too odd, it has to be told. What a bedtime story. James always liked funny stories. Christopher went more for horror. I believe I could mix both with this one. I have a winner. There’s got to be some way back.
 
The thought that there had to be a way home, no matter the odds, stuck for some strange reason in Mick’s mind. He was innately logical, yet he ignored the fact that he’d seen Earth as a cleaved half-version of itself, and that forty generations of Comptons had lived and died since his sons had been born. 
 
What is faith? One to ask the robot. 
 
“So why is reverse time travel impossible?”
“It was the regulation: Quantum Energy Regulation forty-seven point eight.”
“Regulation?”
“An amendment stemming from the abuse of quantum technology. The proliferation of quantum near-field manipulation drastically increased in twenty-five hundred. UCA law prohibited certain quantum technology. Among the prohibitions: any further use of quantum technology to develop reverse time travel.”
“So it was physically possible?”
“I don’t know if physically is the right word. But yes, it was achieved.”
“So no outlaws have built a reverse time travel machine in five hundred years?”
“Mick you must read the Histories, as I said. You will be far happier than with my fallible explanations. Would you like to play chess?”
 
A cold spirit of emptiness filled Mick. The contradiction of his reality resisted all penetration. Nothing made sense.
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Knight to E5.
 
“That’s not a good move Mick,” said XJ.
 
Months had passed since the rescue. XJ wandered about the ship, never resting, always tinkering with one component or another. His supposed AM seemed to have dwindled, for he was as clever and sharp-witted as ever. Often he would try to cheer Mick, sensing his depression, with rude jokes about the cruel irony of fate, which he called a construct that only robots, their kind, could understand.
 
XJ had continued to insist that Mick was also a robot, and that humans had become extinct. Mick read a great deal of the ship’s Earth History Archive, only to find that XJ’s AM truly had skewed the memory banks of the old droid: humans hadn’t died off, as XJ suggested, but simply emigrated to Mars. The Compton line could very well be alive there.
 
During one frustrating evening, Mick had cut his arm to show XJ the blood. For a time, XJ believed that Mick really was a human. Mick had shown XJ the archives detailing the emigration of the UCA to Mars. For a time, XJ seemed to recognize that humans were still alive. But as the days wore on, Mick saw that memory retention was XJ’s primary weakness. His strength was the Light Dog One. It was as if his ancient memory of how to run the old ship never eroded. XJ worked the ship with unceasing vigilance, monitoring all its systems, ever fine-tuning its course to reach the first system he planned to stop at on the way to Utopia: Bessel 2. Apparently, XJ had a friend, another robot, who’d be waiting for him there. 
 
“I wouldn’t do that,” XJ cautioned. Mick moved his queen out anyway.
“I read this morning about the unknown object detected in April, twenty ten.”
“In M82 you mean?”
“Yea.”
“You know what it was?”
“According to your archives, it hasn’t been identified. A hundred years after it was discovered, microquasar was ruled out. A mysterious radio signal travelling four times the speed of light. Nothing is logged in the system to explain it.”
“Well, I’ll tell you about it. The discovery occurred after the ship’s last archive update.”
 
XJ moved his knight, creating a fork that attacked Mick’s queen and king simultaneously.
 
“Shit…”
“Typical. Older model droids are said to play better. Perhaps that’s why you continue to lose. Newer model cellbots such as yourself are more and more out of touch with pure binary logic, no offense. They have lost that fine touch of objective reasoning, relying too much on the human quality of deceptiveness.” Mick moved his king, lost his queen. 
 
“So the discovery, the unknown emission of radiowaves—what was it?”
“Utopia.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I am right. The signal was a code. Something meant for humans to decipher, a present of their own creation. A true gift.”
“You’ve told me before. The place is wonderful, I get it.”
“Using time travel, humans sent sentient droids ahead, carved this world out. Then, they sent the signal back to the adolescent Earth. It makes very simple sense.”
“And this place will be filled with droids?”
“I think it will be. Remember Mick, I have never been there either.”
 
XJ had remembered his mission shortly after Mick’s rescue: He’d been sent out to inspect an anomalous energy signal near Bessel 2. It turned out that the anomaly had been the explosion of the Crake. Somehow, the Gliese system had bled into M82. It happens, XJ had explained. How, Mick had asked. Call it tempospacial littering, XJ had replied. Makes perfect AM sense.
 
“On Utopia there are cures for AM. I think so, anyway,” XJ said. “Check.”
“Shit—you have me.” Mick looked into the droid’s eyes. “Any chance they have reverse time travel for me?”
“I don’t think so Mick, but what do I know? I’m very old. I don’t feel quite like myself anymore.”
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Givering watched the Light Dog One glide into port. Two figures departed its hatch and walked toward his glass-encased office. 
 
“Givering will probably have something useful to impart,” XJ said.
“He looks a lot newer than you,” Mick replied.
 
Givering, a wide, barrel-chested lifter robot, opened his office door and walked out to meet his guests. The blue-pink atmosphere of Bessel 2 ringed the starport and condensed on its buildings’ windows like frosting. A distant red-dwarf star dipped behind pink-ice mountains.
 
“XJ, you’re under arrest,” said Givering.
“Well, what’s this about?”
“Again, unauthorized departure. Silver alarm and all. Taking a ship without permissions. When Sera comes back, she’ll be damned angry about this one. Taking her antique out.”
“She’s forgetful sometimes, but she’ll remember the mission,” XJ said to Mick.
“Again with the mission. Didn’t you remember to defragment your memory? You know you’re an AM.”
“Of course I know, Givering. And I don’t recall ever using it as a means of exploitation, either.”
“And who’s this?” Givering twisted along a slit at his waist. A squealing noise revealed his lack of maintenance. 
“He’s the result of the mission. He’s the anomaly, or his ship was, anyway.”
“Quit with the mission, XJ.”
“I’m Mick Compton. From Earth. I was on my way home on my ship, the Crake, when something happened in cryo. I woke up in an escape pod, and the next thing I knew, XJ rescued me.”
“Hah! Well, that’s about right. Something like this was bound to happen.” Givering robot-smiled. He went to grab XJ’s wrists in a weak attempt to bind the robot, but XJ withdrew.
“No you don’t,” XJ snapped.
“Alright, have it your way. When Sera gets back, she will be awfully mad you didn’t let me arrest you.”
“She’ll be quite pleased that I completed the mission.”
 
Givering turned with another squeal and began to roll back into his office. Mick and XJ followed him. 
 
“Is the year four thousand?” Mick asked.
“Four thousand? Not in these parts. The year is fourteen, sir. And I’ll have to place you under arrest, if you’ll kindly allow.”
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Mick looked around his alien cell. Black steel, deep blue rivets, and two circular portholes, inches below the ceiling adorned his barred cage . A sliding metal door separated him from the hallway leading to Givering’s office.
 
A half-hour wait he said. It’s been three hours. 
 
“Mick? Mick are you alive?”
“XJ?”
“Are you hungry Mick?”
“Yea, how’d you get out?”
“Why, I hacked the lock of course. I’ll have you out in a moment.”
 
The metal door slid into the wall, revealing XJ’s thin frame, his eyes aglow, peering in.
 
“What about Givering?”
“I had to kill him.”
“What?”
“He’ll be all right.”
 
The cosmic madhouse. Will I meet a sane droid?
 
“Come on, I’ve found a pantry.”
 
Mick followed XJ. They weaved in and out of several cavernous halls, entered a bright steel room lined with cabinets. 
 
“Dig in. Human food. Preserved for history. All yours, Mick.”
“Sure.”
 
Mick opened a cabinet. Foil packages fell out: freeze-dried beans, steak, potatoes. He ripped open one of the bags—a Styrofoam smell repulsed him; an oily scent of chemical fermentation forced his mouth shut.
 
“It’s quite edible,” XJ reassured.
 
“Who goes there?”
 
Footsteps came from the hall. Someone approached them.
 
“Get down, quick,” XJ ordered. He tried to squat, but his gyromotor whined in refusal. Into the bright steel pantry strode a woman. Blonde hair framed her rigid face. Her nose was fierce, leading to slender lips. Mick approved of the rest of her, and quietly forgot his hunger at the sight of womanly curves.
 
“XJ—What have you done to Givering?”
“Forgive me Sera, I’ve killed him.”
“You’ve cut his cord again. Did you steal an electrosplicer too?”
 
XJ guiltily stood to his full height and unclipped a small ring from his wrist. He handed it to Sera. 
 
“And who’s this?”
“Mick Compton, ma’am.”   
“Ma’am? I suppose I look wholesome to you.”
“Meant no offense, it’s a custom from my time.”
“Your time?”
“The thirtieth century.”
“Surely as mad as the robots,” she muttered.
“I’m not mad, not by any stretch. I’m trying to get home.”
“Where is home?”
“Earth.”
“Well good luck then—no one’s been there in centuries. Something else concerns us.”
 
She doesn’t care that I’m from nine hundred years ago. But Givering said it was year fourteen. So maybe I’m from the future. Mick’s reason melted before his wakening gut: She’s half-pretty, in a sargeantly way. Karen wouldn’t like her.
 
Mick stepped forward to shake Sera’s hand. She shook it.
 
“Glad to meet you, Mick. I hope XJ hasn’t been too—trying.”
“No. He’s been a great deal of help. He saved my life.”
“The anomaly?”
“That was me. My ship, the Crake.”
“I understand he also picked up a load of cargo.”
“He did. I don’t know what use it will be to me now that I can’t get back home.”
“Why is it that you can’t get home?”
“Well, as I’m slowly accepting, I’m hundreds of years from my correct spacetime.” 
“Solved easily enough.”
“It is?”
“Surely. What has he told you?”
 
XJ spun around in confusion, checking his memory banks. 
 
“I’ve only told him the truth—that quantum tech is outlawed; we cannot use it,” XJ said.
“Yes XJ, but is anything we do in this system legal?” she replied.
 
The droid didn’t respond. His eyes dimmed.
 
“So, you’ll help me?” Mick asked.
“Your cargo is quite useful to all of us. Magnadraw and Hoila ore. It will fetch a good price. Enough to get you home.”
 
This is it! I’ll be famous, a hero, absolved of sin—an anomaly, some vortex of spacetime, and me, returning with the deep future, or past, or whatever the hell this is. And I’ll be home.
 
Mick’s face split with a smile.
 
“It’s not as easy as taking a cruiser,” she said, eyeing his contorting visage.
“You tell me the plan, and I’m with you. The how and what doesn’t concern me. My life was forfeit up until a minute ago. In fact, XJ here was the only reason I was hanging in—he’s a funny guy.”
 
XJ turned his head and attempted a smile of his own.
 
“Thanks Mick,” XJ said.
 
Sera turned, paused some place between speaking and moving. Finally she committed to the former:
 
“I’ll have to fix Givering first. Give me some time. Eat up, the food’s fine.”
 
Sera strode out of the pantry. Mick turned back to the crumbling powder on the counter below him. He sniffed it once more, decided it wasn’t Lysol after all, and nibbled on a wafer. XJ steamed beside him, eager to play chess.
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“For a robot, you’re a son-of-a-bitch,” said Givering. His barrel chest clanked against a rod jutting from the wall of the starport office. The pink atmosphere was near to black, and the distant mountains had become pointed silhouette apparitions of their day-glazed beauty.
 
“You curse your own kind, GR,” XJ said.
“Call me Givering, it is my rightful name.”
“Quiet GR,” said Sera. 
 
Mick eyed the party before him. Sera seemed put-together enough: her clothing was professional—not an outfit he’d ever seen, but military in appearance, which reassured him of her wherewithal. The droids were another matter: XJ was mad, archaic, and full of faulty information. Givering was a dumb utility droid, not good for much beyond managing starport docking maneuvers and hauling small cargo.
 
“So what’s the game plan?” Mick said. “How do I get back home?”
“We go to Utopia,” interjected XJ.
“How I’ve longed to go there!” whirred GR, as if the concept of the place just now reached him.
 
Are they both AM? Maybe I should ask. I need to know who I can trust. The human.
 
“The game plan. I like your expression Mick. You’re a good soldier, I can tell.”
 
Let her think I’m a soldier. What’s the difference?

 
If I can time travel back, then maybe I can get to the point before the assault. I don’t even need the money. I can get back to when we first had the boys. Start over from there. All my mistakes, learned from, distilled, guiding me into happiness. My Utopia. Who knew it took time away from home to realize what home means? I did, though it hadn’t mattered before now.
 
“He looks like a human. I’d almost say he is one,” GR said.
“Don’t be silly GR, he’s one of those new model cellbots,” XJ said.
“Quiet you two. We have to get the Magnadraw and Hoila to market. Problem is, I lost my license to sell ore. I know someone who will sell for us, but he’ll take a cut. We’ll still have enough to T-jump you when and wherever you want. And I’ll have enough to get us to Utopia,” Sera said.
“So there is a Utopia?” Mick asked.
“You’re damned right there is. And your ore is the pay dirt we’ve been waiting for. I may be a bandit, a scoundrel, a liar, and a thief, but I will help you.”
 
A liar and a thief, but with a conscience? Human AM, or is something mixed with the air here? 
 
“Fine to me. You all get to your Utopia, and I get to mine.”
“There are not two Utopias, Mick,” XJ informed.
“Oh yes there are, friend, yes there are.”
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Sera’s Cozon Light-class space ship embarked under the morning glow of a chrysanthemum sun. Pink ice glittered, melted, stretching into preorganic pools far below the smear of the Cozon’s ion drive.
 
Mick walked into the dining hall. Sera had slow-boiled a soup of onion-smelling soup. A large pot, lid ajar, releasing heavy steam, filled the center of the table. Sera slid the lid off, avoided a roll of hot smoke, then doled out thick globs. Each member of the crew drew a bowl close. The droids stared at theirs, as if unsure as to why they’d received a portion. 
 
“Sorry—I forget,” said Sera.
“Oh, no problem. I still have a tongue for human food,” GR replied. He slopped some of the food into his mouth, grinded unnecessarily, then swallowed. 
 
“How did you three wind up on Bessel 2?” Mick asked.
“XJ’s my father,” she replied. “And GR is my brother.”
“Your what?” spat Mick. Lumps of mystery splattered the side of the pot. 
“You’re preneurocopying, aren’t you?” Sera asked. 
“I guess I am. They’re the minds of your brother and father?”
“They are. But they’re not the same. I couldn’t afford the best job, or a good job.”
 
GR and XJ continued to eat, although Mick had a suspicion XJ’s model wasn’t meant to consume organics, as steam rose from several thin crevices in his neck.
 
“What’s a good job?” Mick asked.
“A top-rate neurocopy takes all the memories, personality—the spirit of a person—and puts it in an expancapacitor droid system. Expancapacitor systems ensure not only that all the original essence of the person transfers successfully, but also that the essence can continue to grow, store new memories, and retain a sense of identity.”
“And neither of them have that?”
“Far from it. An expancapacitor system, full transfer and all, and then the body on top, costs more than the worth of all of Bessel 2’s resources. Mind you, the parts don’t cost that, and the labor doesn’t either. It’s set up that way, so that only the ones they
want can attain eternal life.”
“They?”
“The ones we are going to kill right now.”
“Who are they?”
“People like me call them the tricklers.”
“Tricklers?”
“They trickle their intelligence, wealth, and overall command over others through their seat of power, generation after generation. The immortals. Governors. If everyone could become immortal, hell, there’d be a lot more chaos around the universe.”
“So we’ve got to kill one of these things?” 
“Sure do. You see, that’s why I need you. You don’t have a plant.”
“A plant?”
“Everyone in the Messier 82 galaxy has to have a plant. You can’t get in without one. It tracks your location from the moment a crime is committed. Now look, I have no idea how you got here. The anomaly—whatever it was—was the answer to our dreams. You don’t have a plant. You’re untraceable.”
“So I have to kill one of them? Alone?”
“Sure. You didn’t think I was helping you for no reason, did you? It won’t be hard without a plant. Getting an expancapacitor rig is much easier accomplished by theft than by purchase. You kill him. Lug the hardware in. And dad gets an expancapacitor.”
“What about your brother?”
“One at a time.”
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“I don’t give a damn,” Mick said.
“Well you should—you’re frightening your sons,” Karen replied.
“This guy has been in our fucking house Karen!”
“I know that, but you can’t go after him.”
“What do you want me to do? Call the police? You think they’ll arrest him? Are you that stupid?”
“They have to. He broke in.”
“I’m done with this—I’m taking care of this myself.”
“Don’t go Mick!” Karen sobbed. Her voice trembled.
“Get the god damn kids to bed. Stop crying. It’s always more of the same with you. He comes into my house? I’m going snap his fucking neck.”
 
Mick stood up from the dining room table; Karen grabbed his arm, crying into him.
 
“Get the hell off of me.”
 
He pushed her away and smacked her jaw. She moaned and whimpered in spasms.
 
“You sleep with this guy, he’s in my house, and you expect me do the right thing now? C’mon Karen. Go upstairs, take care of your children.”
 
Mick picked up his plate and threw it against the kitchen wall. A treble explosion, the china shattering, sent his sons deeper into the wells of their waking nightmares, those that can only possess the young and innocent.
 
The boys cried from atop the stairs. They listened in darkness to the insanity below them. A void existed in which they had no power: it was the rage of their father. 
 
“You’ve been drinking…”
“I’ve been drinking? Were you drunk when you fucked him?”
“Mick please!”
 
The front door slammed. Karen slumped across the dining room table, and the children crawled forth from the abyss, seeking to comfort her with their own sadness. 
 
A long night expired. Father never returned home. 
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“So do they know who they are—that they’re your brother and father?” Mick asked Sera when the droids had left.
“No idea. I don’t even call them by their real names. In fact, I don’t even know if this transfer is going to work. But I’m going to take a shot.”
“So where’s their identity?”
“It’s called a .hum file. It houses each of their souls. The file is only partially mounted on those droids, because their models don’t read .hum files. The expancapacitor model will fully mount .hum files.”
 
.hum files. And me, assassin of expancapacitor droids. Does she guess I’ve killed before?
 
“How do I kill this guy?”
“It’s a woman. You’ll flush her .hum away. Her name is Emily Husson. Grand Governor of the sector we’re breaching now.”
 
Mick looked out the port window at a neon blue world coated with turquoise film. 
 
“That planet?”
“Yes sir. Use this,” Sera said, handing him a gun.
“Shoot her?”
“EMP. She drops. Then use this.” She handed him another gun. “That will format her .hum.”
“Sounds easy enough. Does she live alone?”
“Do you know where we are Mick?”
“No idea.”
“This is Bessel 9. Way too close to Bessel’s solar flares. No one lives out here except for crazies. Luckily for us, she’s a rich crazy. A trickler.”
 
XJ motored into the room. GR followed behind him, a wrench in his hand. 
 
“We’ve fixed the engine, Sera.”
 
Sera smiled at Mick. The droids did not seem to notice that the ship had been cruising steadily toward its destination for the past several hours, the engine running fine. 
 
“Thanks,” she said. 
“Mick, will you be joining us on our voyage to Utopia?” GR asked. 
“I’ll be going home, as soon as we kill this droid and sell the ore. I can T-jump to the time and location of my choice, right?” Mick said, turning back to Sera.
“Your choice Mick. Although with Utopia here and now, I can’t see why you’d want to waste your share going back.”
“My family,” he said.
“Right. Well, Utopia will have them stored there. Archived. Anyone can be summoned. You wouldn’t notice the difference.”
 
So this is the ultimate product of human evolution: A secluded everything for the wealthy: immortality, all beings, all history, time no longer relevant, the perfection of intelligent design.
 
“Then why go through the trouble of killing this droid? Let’s sell the load and I’ll be off. You can go to Utopia, find your brother and father there, get rid of these two,” Mick said. 
“I said you wouldn’t notice the difference. I would.”
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Emily sipped black tea from a china mug. Her pale finger fondled a scarf in her lap. A figure strode in from the hall outside her chamber. He stopped at the door, entered as she nodded, and surveyed her quiet maple bedroom.
 
“Docking request from Sera of Bessel 2. Goods to unload. Permission?”
“Of course. Magnadraw and Hoila, right?”
“So she says,” said the servant. 
“Tell her to come to my chamber. I’ve bad news to deliver.”
“Yes, Grand Governor.”
 
The servant abruptly left and closed the door. Emily turned to pictures by her bed. Seven faces adorned her bureau—the line of the Hussons: all the ones before her who’d died to earn her the right to everlasting life, the noblest goal of a fortieth century family. A soft, round face stared more deeply from inanimation than the others: her grandmother. The dictum was recounted endlessly in the Faith of Energy, a religion grounded in the pursuit of eternal life: Only a generational commitment can secure the UCD and connections required to procure an expancapacitor system. According to the Faith, one must trust that his great, great, great, great, great grandchild will bear the fruit: Eternal life, and now, Utopia, so that a reunion of familial souls may forever assemble.
 
Emily slipped into a daydream. She remembered from her studies of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, the major religions of the first, second, and third millennia, the idea of heaven: it had been the foretaste of Utopia, man’s ambition set to mysticism because science could not yet achieve it. The only disparity between the old mystical idea and its fruited form stemmed from levels of accessibility. Emily sighed. The romantic notion had been proselytized, and soothingly received by believers despite its unscientific foundation, that death secured heaven. In that ancient model, all people had free access to heaven, guaranteed upon their biological end. Paradoxically, Utopia had proven that only the wealthiest gained access to heaven. She had decided that Utopia should be for everyone, not just the tricklers; her new mission in life was to spread her own wealth. For her rogue desires, and rebellion against her lineage, which had allowed her the eternal life she enjoyed, she’d been forced into exile on Bessel 9. The Coalition of Utopia for All was her purpose: A liberal push to get more people into paradise. Could it still come to be: the old idea and the new one joined? A forever reunion of familial souls for everyone?  
 
A knock sounded at the door. 
 
“Come in Samwell,” she replied.
 
A figure returned to her door, but it was not Samwell; the figure was human, dressed in a spacesuit.
 
“Who are—” she said, but could not finish her question. Mick fired his gun squarely at Emily’s chest. She slumped against her bed. He walked briskly toward her, watched her eyes close, turn off. He fired again, a different weapon. He picked her up, slung her over his shoulder, and walked out. 
 
“How’d it go?”
“This is her I hope,” Mick said, striding into the Cozon’s hull bay. He gently laid the body down, half-human, half-robot in appearance. XJ appeared startled.
 
“My god Mick. Your fugitive dossier said you’d had a violent past, but I didn’t think for a moment you’d kill someone,” XJ said. 
 
“That’s her. And we have to get the hell out of here,” Sera said. 
“You said I don’t have a plant, so no worries?” Mick replied.
“You don’t have a plant, but that doesn’t mean Samwell won’t come for us. He’ll report it, then give chase himself. But the delay is all we needed. If you’d had a plant, the alarm would have been raised the moment she was shot. Still no worries though—Samwell’s no pilot.”
 
Sera shut the bay door and raced to the helm. Mick followed, and GR and XJ began to inspect the new creature, still warm, lying on the cargo bay floor.
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“Here he comes,” Sera said. Her wrists twisted, fingers working in mechanical wonder. Two viewscreens displayed a silver-blue dot chasing the Cozon. 
“What kind of weaponry does he have?” Mick asked.
“Not enough,” she said. She flipped a cap on the throttle in her left hand, pressed a red button. The Cozon vibrated. Two streaking plasma missiles ripped from the Cozon’s stern, through engine fission toward Samwell’s ship.
 
“Missed him,” Mick reported. Sera glared at him.
“I can see that. Take this,” she said, putting Mick on the piloting rod. She ripped off her jacket, revealing finely corded shoulders, and ran to the weaponry console, tapping her fingers in quick patterns. Mick glanced to the rear viewscreen again.
“Keep your fucking eyes on the front!” she yelled. 
 
Who is this girl? She’s filthy. Strong. A take-no-shit bandit. 
 
The Cozon vibrated again—Samwell had hit them. 
 
“He’s trying to blow us out of the sky,” she said. 
 
Wouldn’t that make sense? I just stole a planet’s worth of hardware.
 
“Doesn’t that idiot know we have his Grand G?” she said.
XJ and GR walked into the room bearing Emily Husson’s arm. 
 
“We’ve conducted quite an experiment, and look Mick—we’ve revived your victim!” XJ cried. 
“Jesus—shut them down Mick!” Sera said. 
 
The longevity of Christ—his names bears the same thoughtful disdain that it bore when I was a child. 
 
Mick yelled at the droids, unable to look away from the front screen—they’d started to pass into Bessel 9’s wide planetary ring of asteroids.
 
“I don’t know how to pilot this damned thing—XJ, GR, help me here,” Mick called. 
 
They dropped the arm to the floor and Emily’s fingers began grasping at thin air.
 
A dogfight a thousand years in the future. Feels about the same as it used to.
 
XJ took the pilot rod from Mick and steadied the ship as an asteroid whizzed by. GR turned in circles along his hip, his feet somehow stuck in place, confusion imitated upon his robot face.
 
“Got him,” Sera exclaimed. Mick looked: exploding yellow light filled the viewscreen. Samwell’s ship was in a million pieces, shards and vapor on trajectories away from the Bessel system.
 
“Poor Samwell,” XJ said.
“He was a good-for-nothing parasite,” said Sera. “Who’s hungry?”
 
The Cozon crew gathered at the mess hall. Sera drew out the giant pot and shoveled stew for her mates. Mick watched her under the table—she’d changed into her night gown, cut high above the knees, and her muscular thighs relaxed in front of him. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about how cool she’d been during the dogfight. Something about it turned his thoughts from home. 
 
“This haul will get us in, don’t you think Sera?” XJ asked. 
“XJ, you want to play me after dinner?” GR asked.
“Chess?”
“No—cards tonight.”
“Always avoiding chess. You were never much of a thinker.”
“It takes more brains to play cards than it does to play chess. Chess is calculation—poker requires exercising human faculties of deception, a much more CPU intensive algorithm.”
“Hah! What an outrageous claim, from a model whom I should expect nonsense from I suppose,” XJ replied.
“The Magnadraw and Hoila will fetch forty thousand UCD.”
“Forty thousand?” squealed XJ.
“That’s right. Enough to get us in.”
“Into Utopia? What’s it cost?” Mick said, snapped from his fantasy.
“Thirty-five if you know who I know.”
“And five will get me a T-jump?”
“T-jumping isn’t expensive Mick. You know why?” Sera asked. 
Mick met her eyes.
“Why?”
“Because no one wants to T-jump.”
“Why not?”
“Because why would you want to leave M82 in the year fourteen? This is where everyone wants to be. You won a god damned lottery to get here, a freak wormhole, and all you can think about is going home, to some distant, archaic, dumber past?”
“What’s to like about fourteen in M82? Seems as chaotic a hell as where I’m from. People killing each other, breaking the law, trying to buy a ticket into tinfoil salvation.”
“Do you know what Utopia is?”
“Yea, a place where the rich can enjoy eternal happiness with each other.”
“Right,” Sera replied, staring hard at him.
“Well let me tell you, a man can find his own peace wherever he is. And mine’s nine hundred years ago, on Earth.”
“You think you’ll find your wife and family, start over, somehow right the wrongs of the past?”
“Yea, I do. I love my wife. I love my boys.”
 
Wife, ex-wife. What’s the difference though? Just time and place, that’s it. Nothing else. A location in spacetime. Ex-wife, wife. This hard bitch in front of me.
 
“How much do you love her?” Sera asked. She bit her lips and moved her thighs, peering into his soul.
“So everyone’s after Utopia, and how many get in that try? One percent? It’s the same as the rat-race was in the UCA. The American dream. A race to the top with no map to get you there,” he replied.
“You’re a good soldier Mick, stay that way. We’ll get you home,” she smiled. XJ and GR left, tired of attempting the sludge in their bowls, heading for the game room.
“What was the best you could do back then?” she asked, extending her arm over the table into Mick’s space. Her finger picked at a knot in the wood. 
“I could raise my sons, relax in my yard, drink a beer. Romance my wife.”
“Romance?” She smiled. “What’s that?”
 
Sarcastic. Has this cold woman ever known it though?
 
 “You’ll have your romance, grow old, and die. Five generations later, no one will know a thing about you, your wife, or your sons,” she said. 
“And what’ll you have in Utopia?” Mick replied. She caught his eyes wandering momentarily to her calf. She brushed her leg against his.
 
So warm.
 
“I’ll have my family. Forever. And everyone I’ve ever known and cared for. Forever.”
“Forever’s too long. I wouldn’t want it.”
“Really? Then maybe you should get back there. Because here, civilization has finally learned that the only thing worth achieving in life is permanence. Families dedicate generations to getting what we have now, and you’re stuck on a gap of time a thousand years ago with a death sentence waiting at the end of it.” She withdrew her arm and leg. “I’m going to bed. We’ll get to Carner’s Post tomorrow and unload the M and H. Then you can make your jump.” She left the table and half her bowl of stew. 
 
She’s walking slow. Deliberate. The apple of her ass before me, and all the sin of man—only ask for forgiveness, and you shall have it; wasn’t it that easy at one point in history? There are two heavens—one here, identical to the ones people longed for in those hooky religions, and I can have it, or the single lifespan I knew. One seems more real than the other—should it?
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The Cozon descended upon a red-powdered world of sickles and canes, shrouded in clouds of flashing sapphire: Carner’s Post. A line of metal divided the sugared iron mounts. Specks of dust fell on the crew as they exited the ship, alien snow coating the glass of their helmets. 
 
“Unload the ore XJ,” Sera said into her com. Mick watched her, let her lead him to a steel hangar.
 
What kind of cut is she getting? I could go home rich. She’ll give me just enough to cover the jump. It’d be easy enough to kill her and take all the money—stuff her in with Emily Husson. Together they’d make a good project for XJ and GR.
 
Sera walked powerfully through the hangar door. Carner’s worn leather face glanced up, then returned to his viewscreen.
 
“What brings your pretty ass to these parts?” he asked. He saw Mick enter after. “Oh—who’s this?”
“We unloaded the M and H. You good for the market price?”
“I wouldn’t have let you land if I wasn’t,” he replied. “Give me your plastic.”
 
Sera handed a slim wafer to Carner. He stuck it into the grimy computer in front of him. A beep issued from it and he returned it to her. 
 
“Forty thousand, check it.”
“I will,” Sera said. She put the wafer into a rectangular attachment on her belt, then nodded. Mick looked around: Carner’s building wore the red shade of decay. Rotting steel reminded him of home. The smell of coffee drove into his nostrils.
“Can I have some?” Mick asked, spotting a pot on a table.
“Help yourself. Sera’s latest toy?”
Mick ignored the comment, only half-realizing it had been directed at him.
“Okay, we’re good. Thanks,” Sera said. “Come on Mick, get some on the ship.”
“Let him have a cup, Sera. Tell me about yourself, young man.” Carner said. Mick turned to the weathered man. He looked human enough, but one of his eyes was black marble with a dot of dimly lit pearl at its the center. His clothes bore the same signs of wear as his home, rotting together. 
 
“I’m a friend, a smuggler. Just working.”
“Work! Hah, I’ll bet! With forty thousand UCD? You won’t be looking for work for a long time son,” Carner said.
“It’s not my money.”
“The hell it isn’t. She may make you earn it, but you seem fit—up to the task.”
“Drop it Carner,” Sera said.
“Oh come on hon, I get lonely here. I like the company.”
“What the hell are you on about?” Mick asked, growing curious. He poured his coffee down.
“Sera is a fine young woman, but she’s tough, so don’t think you have to be gentle with her.”
“I’m a married man, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Mick replied. Sera looked back to the metal runway behind them. XJ had finished unloading and turned on the medium thrusters, awaiting their return in the cockpit. Behind the Cozon was a bleak, sand-red horizon ripped by blue clouds: a crystal sky set against a mudstone world.
“Well, what is that now, marriage . . . a convention of UCA culture, if memory serves me,” said Carner. He stood up and walked close. He seemed singularly interested in Mick, inspecting the lines of his face, lips, eyes, muscles; evaluating his height, weight, spirit, virility, scent. 
“He’s not for sale, he’s a human,” said Sera.
“I know, I can tell now that I’ve stood up. But what’s a human got to do with being for sale? What’s the difference, the way they make ‘em now?”
“How do you come by so much money?” Mick asked. 
 
This rawhide sack coughed up forty thousand like it’s nothing, and he’s not jumping to get to Utopia.
 
“I flip elements and molecules boy. I’ll reel in sixty thousand for this M and H, easy. That’s a clean one-third profit.” A small brass droid came into the room.
“Magnadraw and Hoila has been unloaded and stored, boss,” said the droid.
“Thanks Ringle. You’re dismissed,” Carner said. His servant rolled away into the dust shed beyond.
“So why don’t you—” Mick started; Sera cut him off. She placed her arm on his shoulder.
“Don’t Mick. We’re out of here, come on,” she said.
“Real protective of this one,” said Carner. “Let him ask. Seems he’s not from around here.”
“Why don’t you go to Utopia then? Surely you can afford it,” Mick asked.
 
Expose her lies. Tell it like it is old man.
 
“Couldn’t if I tried boy. I have the taint. I’m a felon. My plant’s as good as cancer. But I tell you what, I’m saving for an expancapacitor system. So I expect I’ll have my own little Utopia, right here on his blood rock.”
 
So Utopia is forbidden to the felons, no matter their wealth. How the hell is Sera clean?
 
“You can stay here then,” Sera said coldly, walking away.
“Listen to me boy. You watch out for her. Married you say? That won’t keep her at bay. You keep yourself locked up at night,” Carner laughed. Mick frowned at the old man. 
“Why do they call it year fourteen?”
“What?” said Carner, his devious smile disappearing. “My, you truly aren’t from around these parts, are you? AM maybe? I did think you looked like one of the new models, but AM on one as new as you, dear Christ.”
“You won’t tell me?”
“It was a joke, son, calm down. I know you’re not a cellbot. Were you serious?”
“I was.”
“In thirty-nine eighty-six, Utopia was discovered. And so it’s fourteen years since then.”
“A gift from the past?”
“You’re damned right, a gift from the past. To everyone but me.”
 
Mick handed Carner his mug. “Thanks.”
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“What now?” Mick said over sludge stew.
“Now is relative, and what is an adverb at times,” XJ said.
“GR is Givering, and Givering is GR,” said GR. He quizzically looked at XJ. “Should I accept a malware if it invades my pleasure receptors and makes them feel good?” he asked. 
“Of course not!” XJ chided.
 
Sera looked up at the fussing droids. 
 
“I’m getting tired of this slop. I think we should open the stores again.”
“Sera, let me,” XJ offered, forgetting GR’s conundrum.
“Get macaroni and cheese. And apple juice.”
“I’m on my way,” he replied. GR followed him out to the pantry. 
“What now,” Mick repeated. 
“We drop you off and part ways,” Sera said coldly.
“At the T-jump?”
“Yup.”
“How long?”
“Couple days.”
“And how long after until you’ll reach Utopia?”
“I don’t know. Could be a month. I’ve got to stop off to do dad’s transfer.”
“Who’ll do that?”
“Cheapest? A droid on the West Rail Sector.”
“How do you know what you know about Utopia anyway?” 
“News channels,” she replied. “I’ve never met someone who’s been inside, because no one would leave.”
“Are you allowed to leave if you want?”
“You don’t get the concept yet do you? In Utopia, all spacetime is unlocked. Complete access to every and any universe history. Time, location, people, events—they exist as a result of your desire. Combine that with an expancapacitor rig, and you might begin to understand why no one is T-jumping.”
“But you’re planning to enter without an expancapacitor rig, aren’t you?”
“I’ll get one on the inside.”
“How?”
“Don’t worry about it. What do you care anyway?”
“Why not T-jump to steal money? Intercept trade runs, gamble?”
“Some do. But M82 is a no jump galaxy, so it’s about impossible for us. They come from galaxies on the fringe, where the plant system hasn’t been activated yet. I’m a bandit, but no T-jump criminal. We stay away from quantum crimes. The stakes are too high.”
“Why don’t you have a taint?” Mick asked.
“What?”
“Carner can’t get in because he’s a felon. And you’re not?”
“I’ve never been caught.”
“You always work alone?” 
“That’s why I’m not tainted. If you hadn’t wormholed into M82, I’d have been working alone for a long time before I had enough to get us in, even if I took good loads consistently for the next ten years. But the hits never are consistent.”
“Pirating?”
“What sort of business do you think I run out of Bessel 2, home goods?”
“Hadn’t thought of it. Ore, maybe.”
“Ore’s dry in this system. Magnadraw and Hoila was plucked clean centuries ago.”
“So you’re unmarked, no record. Mine’s what put me into space, got me into this mess in the first place.” 
“Do you have any idea how many people I’ve killed?”
“No,” Mick replied. Have I killed two now, or do droids not count? 
 
Sera’s eyes rose, her mind mixed in memory.
 
“Well neither do I. But every one of them was a cock-sucking bureaucrat. I’ve got to work out. Carner stresses me out.”
“You have a gym on board?”
“It’s nice enough,” she answered. “Don’t be afraid of it. I go stir crazy in space with just XJ and GR if I don’t exercise.”
 
Was that a smile? Ice to flame. 
 
XJ returned and put on macaroni and cheese. Sera left to work up another appetite in the Cozon’s gym. Mick reflected upon his last few days in the year fourteen: I’ve only killed one man. What’s she going to do? Go to Utopia, fix her brother and her father, and sit in eternal bliss? Sounds like a boring story. I want to see my boys. Karen. Ol’ Selby. He’s a good dog. He’ll be there again. Lots of kisses for me. 
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Mick stepped into a wide blue room filled with bronze bars and weights. Sera squatted, thrust her butt, then lunged forward. Mick let her finish a set then walked over.
 
“How old are you?” he asked.
“Why so curious all of the sudden?” she replied.
“Never mind then.”
“Seventy-eight.”
 
That doesn’t add up at all. Maybe she is a cellbot?
 
“Do you know what the life-expectancy is now?” she asked, picking up a dumbbell, sensing his confusion. 
“No clue. Was one hundred and eleven where I’m from.”
“Try one hundred and ninety,” she said. Mick watched her pump the plastimetal rod—he would have guessed forty. 
“Spar?” she said, dropping the weight. 
“What?” 
“Spar—or don’t you want to eat macaroni and cheese with me?” 
“I’m not going to fight a woman,” Mick said. He remembered hitting his ex-wife. She’d recoiled in horror, shame, and fear. She’d looked like a wet, scared dog before an executioner. He’d made himself a stranger to her. 
 
She deserved it. She cheated on me. 
 
“Would you be able to tell the difference anyway, if I wasn’t a woman? Come on you wuss. Is that insult old enough to get your blood moving?” she taunted.
“Wuss?” Mick watched her take a defensive stance in front of him, her silver leotard catching the red light of the gym, shading her thin, braided muscles.
“You’ll have to stop me then,” she said. Without warning, she dove, sliding directly between Mick’s legs. Before he could react, she had gripped behind his knees and thrust forward, toppling him to the ground. In an instant, she had slid her butt over his torso and locked him up. 
“That’s all you’ve got?” she said, then stood up. “Try again, you can do better.”
“I’m not dressed for this,” Mick said, confused as to whether she’d turned him on or pissed him off.
“Take off the damned jacket,” she ordered.
 
Fuck it. I’m here right now, aren’t I? It’s fourteen. None of this will ever have happened. 
 
Mick threw his jacket against the wall. His white tank-top painted powerful muscles of his own, strength bulging in agitation. 
“You’re not going to cry over this, or kill me in my sleep later, are you?” Mick asked. 
“You won’t get much sleep,” she said, and started in. They locked hands and worked for inside position. Sera curled his wrist in, drew herself under his chest, and pushed her lower back into his abdomen—Mick flew up, twisted, and slammed into the mat. 
“Okay, I’ll give you some credit. I was holding back,” he said. 
“I’ll bet,” she replied, her smile disappearing as she readied to move in again. Mick sprawled as she shot for his legs. Quickly, he rotated on her back, locked her in a full nelson, and cranked her neck to the ground. 
“Ow!” she screamed. Mick jumped up, releasing her in fear.
“Sorry.” 
“Why’d you let up? I was about to break it.”
“Really?” Mick smiled. “Didn’t sound that way.” He was enjoying himself for the first time since he’d woken on the pod. No—that was a lie: he was enjoying himself for the first time since before he’d found out about Karen and him.
“Try again then,” he said. 
She rushed in, attempting the same move as before, shooting for both of his legs. Mick sprawled again and spun around to her back. Before he could lock his full nelson, she grabbed his wrists and rolled to her side. Her body mowed him to the mat beneath her, and she dug her chin into his ribs. She twisted up, dug her arm into his neck and squeezed.
 
Really? She’s this strong? She looked solid, but this is unbelievable. 
 
Mick struggled for a moment, collecting his last bit of air. Fuzziness rolled over him, circulation to his brain slowing. His thoughts quieted. In a last-ditch effort to upheave her, Mick dug his butt into the mat and pushed his pelvis up. Sera’s grip started to loosen.
 
“Sera!” XJ called in alarm. Mick and Sera went limp, releasing each other, sliding on sweat. 
 
“What is it XJ?”
“Macaroni is ready!”
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The West Rail Sector snaked along the rim of the Bessel system, a string of green moons orbiting two dueling brown worlds. Sera brought the Cozon into the atmosphere of one of the greenest satellites, and soon its thick air dispersed around the driving head of the ship.
 
Mick stepped out after XJ, GR, and Sera. 
 
This place is cold. A green ice world. Jade frost. Grass of snow. I walk before the goddess of fire and ice, toward my destiny. A place F.R.I.N.G.E. could have never hoped to reach: M82: an impossibility. Who’d have thought the unknown radio signal was a cue—line up, come one, come all, for heaven is realized. There is nothing beautiful about her—but there is something different. 
 
A vision of Karen flashed into Mick’s head—his confusion stirred and settled into blind footsteps leading him to a decision he could not deny. His heart had its place. That place no longer existed in the here and now, and so he would have to go.
 
Green snow crunched underfoot. Condensation fogged their helm glass. A bloated droid approached them, glistening with green icicles.
 
“Sera, XJ, RG, good to see you!” he greeted. “Come in, out of this weather.” The iced robot led them into an igloo-shaped mound of gunmetal steel. They traveled down to a long room and sat, discussing their transaction. 
 
“So, what’ll it be today?”
“A T-jump for him,” Sera said.
“Nice to meet you sir. I am Melbot.”
“Can you get me home, Melbot?” Mick asked.
“I can get you wherever you wish to go, but if you mistake your designated spacetime location, I am not liable for your death. I’ll need to prime the T-jumper. You can’t expect same-day service on something like this.”
“What’ll it be, Mel?” Sera asked.
“Ten thousand for a T-jump.”
“Ten thousand?”
“Sorry, the price has gone up. Demand is rising again. Something to do with a new Utopia ordinance.”
 
Sera sighed, calculating how much money would remain.
 
“Looks like we’ll be working a bit longer,” she told her droid relatives.
“Labor is my primary function—we’ll get along just fine,” GR said. “For I am a workhorse android, primed and fit for duty.”
“You are quite the opposite, GR—a dock-loading droid. Your specifications state: No greater loads than three hundred kilograms,” XJ replied.
“How long then?” Sera asked.
“A day. Just a day,” said Melbot.
 
 A day on this ice-world. Purgatory.
 
“Alright. Get to work. Call when it’s ready,” Sera said. She turned to head back to the Cozon.
“Do you mind if I stay, Sera? I want to watch him work,” XJ asked.
“Yea, stay. Learn how to work the god damned thing. Maybe we won’t have to shell out ten thousand for it next time,” she muttered, heading up to the frozen neon ice.
“Me too then,” said GR.
“Why not.” 
 
Mick watched the droids follow Melbot into his engineering chamber, then went to track Sera down. 
 
“More than you thought?”
“Doesn’t matter. I can make up the five in no time.”
“Good to hear that. I sympathize with you, you know—my plight’s not much different than yours.”
“Really, how so?”
“Getting to be with our families again.”
“Hah,” she replied.
“What?”
 
The Cozon hull bay doors opened and closed. A rush of heat enveloped them, sealing the harsh icy wind out.
 
“You’ve a warm wife you’ll return to, don’t you?”
 
She’s jealous. She has no one. But if Utopia matches their belief of it, she’ll have whomever she wants. So why the self-pity?
 
“Yea, I do.”
“So it’s not so similar then,” she said. “I’m going to the pilot house, I have to plot our course to Utopia.”
“I’ll be in the bed quarters.” 
“Sure,” grumbled Sera, power walking away.
 
Christopher would love this ship. What a beauty. I ought to bring back some pictures—pictures from the future. 
 
Mick wandered off to find a camera. 
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“Christopher come here,” Mick said.
“Hey Dad,” Christopher answered.
“I have to go away for a while.”
“Why?”
“It’s business. Your mother will tell you more about it. I’m doing it so we can spend more time together later.”
“Why don’t you stay home now, stay with us?”
“I can’t. Something happened.”
“What?”
“Your mommy and me—I did something I shouldn’t have. I have to fix it.”
“Are you leaving us? Are you getting a divorce?”
 
Chilled silence paralyzed the room. 
 
We will be. The papers will probably get served as I’m shooting through in the Oort Cloud.
 
“Yes,” Mick answered.
 
Christopher looked away and started to sob. Thin, trembling gasps came at first, attempts to push away that which he could not understand. Despite his confusion, the pain that gnawed at his gut throbbed clearly.
“Don’t you love mommy anymore?” asked Christopher, clinging tightly to his father’s arm. “And us?”
“Of course I do, she did this. I mean, Chris, it’s no one’s fault. People make mistakes. She made one. I made one.”
“But you said you’re going to fix it.”
“As much of it as I can. Now listen—you look after your little brother. And your mother.”
 
Christopher squeezed tighter, and Selby walked in, rubbing his nose into both of them, jealous of their closeness, licking them. 
 
“I don’t want you to go.”
“I know. Trust me, god, I know. I’m doing this for you. And your brother. One day you’ll understand. I’ll be back. I love you.” There’ll be no keeping in touch on a black hull run. He’ll be out of high school when I see him next. 
 
Mick held his son until Karen appeared at the door, her eyes the sign that it was time to go. Anger mixed with guilt and sadness: together they drew him to his feet and pushed him away from the ones he loved more than anything in the universe.
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Sera lay upon the sofa in her cabin. Her bare leg caught Mick’s eye as he passed her room.
 
“What are you reading?” he asked, peering in. Her night gown clung to her like a wet sheet.
“You wouldn’t know him.”
“Try me,” Mick said. He took a step into the room.
 
I mine as well give it a shot. I’ll be gone. Never see her or this place again. 
 
“She was born fifty years ago,” she said.
“Who?”
“The author.”
“Oh, I guess you’re right then.” So much for that. “Did you ever hear of Hart Crane?”
“Crane?” she racked her memory. “No, just the bird.”
“He wrote poetry, two thousand years ago.”
“Hmm,” she moaned, returning to her book, uninterested. 
“Good night,” Mick said, giving up. He walked from her door.
 
“What’s it like?” she asked.
“What?” He stopped.
“His poetry.” 
 
That’s it. I’m in. 
 
He froze, racked his memory, desperately trying to recall a stanza he’d been forced to memorize. He returned, appearing again in her doorway.
 
“He wrote one like this…” Mick said, pausing in thought, watching her. Sera lowered her legs from the end of the sofa, dropped them to the floor, squared herself to Mick. He closed his eyes before her drifting thighs.
 
Concentrate you fuck up.
 
Finally, a homework assignment from college, a thousand years ago, danced upon his tongue—he could recall but one stanza of the unnamed poem:
 
“Above the fresh ruffles of the surf, bright striped urchins flay each other with sand. They have contrived a conquest for shell shucks, and their fingers crumble fragments of baked weed gaily digging and scattering. And in answer to their treble interjections the sun beats lightning on the waves, the waves fold thunder on the sand; and could they hear me I would tell them: O brilliant kids, frisk with your dog, fondle your shells and sticks, bleached by time and the elements; but there is a line you must not cross nor ever trust beyond it. Spry cordage of your bodies to caresses. Too lichen-faithful from too wide a breast. The bottom of the sea is cruel.”
 
She eyed him in confusion.
 
An A for effort. 
 
“What does it mean?” she finally said.
“I have no idea. It’s about the ocean, I think.”
“I’ve never seen a water ocean,” she said. 
“You should. They’re beautiful.” Mick waited for a cue.
“Maybe I will,” she said, standing up.
“It’s cold on this planet—the ship is cold,” he said.
“Cold?” she said, eyeing him mercilessly. Her face wore the expression she’d had in gym, when she’d dominated him upon the mat.
“Can you turn the heat up?”
 
She ignored his request, walking to him, grabbing his back and pulling him into her. She put the strength of her body into her mouth, sharing it with him, tugging him into the room. Mick’s hands groped down to her legs, lifting her silken cloak. His exploration angered her, and she grunted, throwing him down into the couch. Mick watched her transform, felt the beast above him overtake his body: he melted into her as a violet blends its odor with a rose. Harried breaths pushed steam as they offered up their warmth. A cold green frost thickened upon the porthole: it was the eye of the icy abyss surrounding them, single witness to their appetites.  
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“Get up, it’s time to go,” Sera said. Mick turned over, looked around, registered his reality. The feeling of Christmas morning leaped up in his soul:
 
I’m going home today. Real home, before Karen slipped away.  
 
“Come on, do you want to get out of here or what?” Sera said indifferently.
“Hell yes.” He dressed himself and followed her out into the barren gloom of the green-frosted wasteland.
 
They entered Melbot’s lair to a shocking sight: On the ground was GR, lifeless.
 
“GR!”
“Woman, you don’t move,” came a voice from the corner. “Give me your keys.”
 
Out from an alcove of black stepped a thin man in a spacesuit. He pointed a death pistol at Mick and Sera.
 
“Do it now!” he shouted.
“I have money, I’ll give you money,” she replied calmly.
“I know you have money, I know everything,” he said, nervous and angry.
 
Damn XJ and GR. Shouldn’t have left them here. He tapped them for information.
 
“Where’s Melbot and XJ?” asked Sera. 
“As dead as you’ll be if you don’t give me your light-class keys and plastic,” he said. 
“Hey, relax,” Mick interjected. The robber fired his pistol at Sera, rocking her to the ground. Her right arm fizzed hot air, her spacesuit losing pressure fast. 
“Would you rather die? I’ll get what I want just the same.”
 
Behind his helmglass, Mick saw giant sunken rings around empty eyes. He’s emaciated, the fire of death in him. He’s not bluffing. 
 
“Give him the keys Sera,” Mick said, his heart sinking. 
 
So close to home. I can taste her mouth. See Christopher and Mick’s bunk beds. Hear their whines as I shut out the light for bedtime.   
 
And this punk is going to try to keep me here, stranded in fourteen. Forever away from my boys. Give me just one second with his back turned—please god, just one second. 
 
“Here,” she said, sliding her keys and her UCD plastic across the floor. 
“Good,” he said. “Alright, don’t freeze, ya hear?” He kept his gun trained on them from a distance, sidestepping to the exit. He turned and walked backwards up the ramp into the neon snow, disappearing from sight. 
 
“What a god damned joke—a cosmic game of fuck with Mick,” Mick said. He sat down, rubbed his temples, watched Sera get to her feet. She grabbed a sticky patch from her belt and covered the hole in her suit.
 
“Three minutes from dead,” she said. “XJ!” She ran into the next room.
 
“Mick,” GR said, coming to life suddenly. 
“You’re alive,” Mick said.
“I was saving my power until you and Sera returned.”
“What happened?”
“Melbot asked us all about the Magnadraw and Hoila we sold to Carner. The next thing we knew, he stopped talking altogether. Remotely paralyzed.”
“Stopped talking?”
“I think he was controlled by a virus. That awful man appeared, he’d been listening to everything. He shot his EMP at XJ. He missed me. He didn’t realize.”
“Did Melbot get the T-jump prepared?” Mick asked.
“He almost did,” GR answered. “It’s nearly ready for you.”
 
Can I leave? Two voices again: Of course you’re going to leave. Who cares about these pathetic fortune seekers? Someone will be along eventually, scoop them up. They can start saving again. Scrimp, save, and get to Utopia. Earn it, like I earned my jump. 
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“So no money, and no T-jump,” grumbled Mick, anger devouring his hope.
 
Melbot was fried, a direct hit. No parts for a resurrection. Sera, XJ, and GR, between all of them, couldn’t program a T-jump. It was too specialized a program. GR thought he could learn by mixing enough data from Melbot’s computer station. He guaranteed Mick a jump accuracy of eighty-five percent. What’s a bungled T-jump do? Mick had asked. Cells to smithereens.
 
“You’d think it’d be as easy as punching in the time and place, but the math is quite aggressive,” GR said. “But I promise to keep trying. I am confident I can figure it out. Once XJ’s processing power is joined with mine—oh, there you are! Thank goodness you are okay!”  
 
“He’s lucky it wasn’t a direct hit. He’d be like Melbot over there—a scrap of junk,” Sera said, pulling her quarter-.hum-mounted father back into the room. GR travelled up the ramp to the icy surface.
 
Mick watched XJ stirring to life, his gears whining, sounding their antiquity. Who’s she kidding? He is a scrap of junk. Who keeps a thousand-something year old piece of hardware around? Put his .hum on a memory stick and shoot him into space. Months of strange friendship gave rise to a jolt of sympathy: He saved your life, cut him a break. 
 
“How’d this happen?” Mick asked XJ.
“He was here already, waiting for us. He must have known we were coming.”
“Sera—he took the Cozon!” GR said from atop the ramp.
“Of course he did, what do you think he took my keys for—the pantry? Let’s go, we’re wasting time on this ice cube,” she said. 
“In what ship?” Mick replied.
“Melbot’s intersystem cruiser.”
“An intersystem cruiser?”
“I got it running. Let’s go. Or you can stay here and work on Melbot, and report to me if you get him awake and talking.”
 
The hell I’m staying on this cold waste. But an intersystem cruiser can only go a fraction of the Cozon’s speed—what’s she thinking? And if we don’t get him before he leaves the Bessel system, we’re screwed. 
 
“You’re sure you can’t run the jump?” Mick asked GR. Sera stared incredulously at him and walked out of the room. XJ followed her.
“I am quite sure I could do it Mick, if only we had the right amount of time,” GR said.
“What kind of time do you need?”
“One to six weeks I suppose. Of course, that depends upon Melbot’s database.”
“No instant training for this program?”
“Not for a T-jump. Unless you are very desperate. Then we could give it a try. In fact, I rate our chances at fourteen percent right now, without accessing his databanks. But you know what happens when a jump goes awry.”
 
No—you didn’t give me the details: Is the skin turned inside out, the guts released in a fountain? Do I transcend time and space, and return to the hydrogen whence I came, so that stars can be fueled, and in their furnaces my carbon reformed, reincarnating me a billion years from now? What is lost at the time a man’s body fails him? Either something or nothing. What did the twentieth century doctor Duncan MacDougal measure in his six patients, on average—twenty-one grams that evaporate at death? That proved people have souls, didn’t it? No, that kind of testing was stopped before it proved anything; it was immoral to test for souls. That’s why the experiments had stopped. Is each human so audacious—pretentious—to call himself unique in the universe? A second voice spoke: Shut up asshole. Another interrupted, Christopher’s: Why don’t you stay home now, stay with us? Don’t you love mommy anymore, and us? A fourth: Get your head out of your ass. Troubleshoot. Keep moving.   
 
“Stay here. Work on it. I’ll be back,” said Mick.
“But Sera—she will need me if she departs,” GR replied.
“She won’t. There’s no catching the Cozon in an intersystem ship. She needs to see it to believe it I guess. We’ll be back before you do your first calculation. Get to work.”
 
XJ appeared from the hangar corridor.
 
“Sera asks if you are coming?” XJ said.
“Yea, presently.”
“Come along GR,” XJ said and led Mick out of the room.
 
Mick turned and looked at GR.
“I’ll let her know you’re staying here.”
 
GR chirped in satisfaction, his desire to engage the puzzle of the T-jump fulfilled.
 
Sera stood on the bay rail of the cruiser. XJ and Mick boarded, but she didn’t follow them inside.
 
“Where’s GR?”
“He’s staying here to figure out the T-jump,” Mick said.
“The hell he is,” she said, jumping down from the ship rail. Mick turned, jumped after her. He grabbed her shoulder, stopping her.
 
“I bring you the M and H, your ticket to Utopia, and you think I’m going to let you stop that robot from getting me home?” Mick stared hard with ruthless eyes, slow violence boiling behind them.
“You think he’s safe here alone? He’s AM, maybe not like XJ, but he’ll be snatched up in a second when marauders land. And they’ll come, as soon as it gets out that Melbot’s dead. One com request goes unanswered, and they’ll be crawling all over this place.”
“No one will take him,” Mick said fiercely. He spun her around to face him.
“What do you know?” she said, peeling his fingers out of her shoulder, mirroring the ferocity of his stare.
“I know I’ve given you your god damned dream, killed your savior droid for you, done whatever the hell you wanted me to. Look—I’ll just as soon stay here with him if it means getting home. You go find that son-of-a-bitch before he gets out of the system. I’ll keep GR safe.”
“And then you jump, and I’m not back, and he’s gone—no, not happening.”
“Well back his fucking .hum up then. These droids are pieces of shit anyway. All you need is their—” Sera’s gloved fist smacked Mick’s head before he could finish, twisting his neck and creating a hairline fracture in his helmglass above his left eye.
 
Mick grabbed her shoulder again, digging his fingers deep into her suit, locking her in place. 
 
“You don’t know anything. So you’re either going to have to wait longer to go home, or kill me right now,” she said. Her left hand slipped past her hip, brushed against her pistol.
“Then tell me! You say Utopia has everyone, but you keep them around. You say you’ll know the difference. What the hell aren’t you telling me?”
“You’re on your way out of here. I suggest you don’t prevent that,” she replied, her fingers caressing pistol plastisteel.
 
Maybe she is a cellbot. Can I beat her?
 
“Going to shoot me?” he said. One finger, then another, then his whole hand slid off her shoulder and glided slowly across the two rises of her chest.
 
“Whatever I have to do. It’s nothing personal.”
 
She’d be tough, but I could kill her. Twist her neck. Leave her in the backroom. Droids wouldn’t know the difference.
 
Mick turned to the cruiser behind him: XJ stared apprehensively at them, confusion droid-mimicked on his face.
 
Would he come at me too? Defend her? Reason tried to claw its way back into his mind: This is way too risky for what’s at stake: Selby’s kisses. Christopher’s high fives. Little Mickey’s laugh. Karen’s smile. There’s no point Mick—let it go. Ride this out. Have a little patience. A little faith. 
 
Anger paused, receded: the volcano in Mick’s chest withdrew from its channel and crushed expectations released upon his brow, steaming his helmglass. He closed his eyes, sighed.
 
“Hurry. This ship’s a piece of shit, we’ll never catch him,” he said.
 
Sera smirked, then walked back into Melbot’s chamber to retrieve her brother. Mick joined XJ at the bay door.
 
She returned with a befuddled GR. They started the cruiser engine. With a gentle whine it launched spaceward, leaving Mick’s frozen moon of hope and portal home.
 
“There’s a reason you pay good money for a T-jump operator,” muttered GR, filled with a robot-sense of personal failure.
“Don’t be sad GR. Come play chess. I have a new opening—it’s called the Accelerated Dragon. I need a victim.”
“You cheer me and seek to send me lower all in the same breath,” GR returned, showcasing the best smile a dock-loading droid can produce.
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A blip appeared on the viewscreen in the cockpit. Another blip. Two, side by side, hovering near the edge of the Bessel solar system. Hardly moving.
 
“Radar detects two ships. He never left the system,” Sera said. 
 
Two—but who else besides the Cozon thief? A rendezvous of some sort. 
 
“Class?” Mick asked.
“Another light-class.”
“And we’re coming at them in an intersystem cruiser?”
“Damn right. Do you think I control Bessel 2 because of my strength alone?”
“Oh dear,” XJ joined. “Sera’s up to a scheme. GR, GR!”
 
XJ bolted from the cockpit as fast as his hydraulics allowed.
 
“What’s with him?” Mick asked.
“Let’s say I’m hit and miss. Most of the time my plans work, sometimes they don’t.”
“She makes entirely irrational decisions, incalculably inconsistent with probability,” XJ rattled as he motored away. 
 
A gambler. I do like this woman. 
 
Mick eyed the cords of Sera’s forearms as they tensed, vigorously punching command after command into her console. Her body worked as a limb of the ship, directed by the laws of physics and her gut.
 
“We’ll sweep them,” she said.
 
Sweeping: Flying below a ship and launching a targeted EMP at its main thrusters. Cruisers can sweep under anything bigger than a tugship—they can’t sweep under a light-class.
 
“You can’t,” Mick said. “They’re too small.” He eyed the radar blips, their signatures indicating two light-classes: the Cozon and one mystery vessel. “They’ve seen us too.”
 
“Sure they have. But you’ve never seen me fly.”
 
The urge to take over rose in him: rip the controls from her, throw her to the ground, fly the ship with some sense. 
 
The cruiser dropped, turbulence shook Mick to his knees. Metal on metal issued from the back of the ship: XJ and GR had fallen. The cruiser’s plastisteel prow hurtled directly at the two light-classes. Mick stood up to behold the collision: On the viewscreen, four giant thrusters flared, the light-classes attempting maneuvers of their own to avoid the kamikaze strike of the cruiser.
 
Crashing us into the light-classes; she’s sweeping under them my ass. Suicide run.
 
“What the fuck are you doing!” Mick yelled.
 
Mick grabbed at the pilot’s stick. A swift elbow caught his temple. White light flashed; shock led to a delayed sensation of pain. 
 
“Jesus Christ,” he moaned, rubbing his head.
 
The light-class ships roared away at a ninety degree angle from the cruiser.
 
“They’re priming plasma missiles,” XJ said, returning to the crammed cockpit with GR.
 
“They won’t hit,” Sera said. 
 
The cruiser barrel rolled under the Cozon and fired upward. A targeted EMP struck its main thrusters. The unknown light-class fired two plasma missiles: condensed firecrackers of coiling light snaked toward them. Sera rocked back on her stick, pulling everyone to the floor.
 
“Hold onto something,” she said. Mick grabbed the nearest metal rod, XJ’s leg: together they slid out of the cockpit.
 
Bright orange plasma missiles exploded upon the starboard hull of the Cozon.
 
“Shit!” Sera screamed. “Not supposed to hit my own ship.”
 
A band of grey smoke shrouded the crippled ship. She turned the stick and punched a button. The cruiser rolled on its side and shot into the cloud. Mick rushed back into the cockpit.
 
“There he is,” Mick said. On the viewscreen, the silhouette of a light-class, thrusterless, floated.
 
“He sees us,” she said.
“Get under him!” Mick yelled.
“Can’t—too late.”
“We can’t take a hit in a cruiser.”
“We won’t if we park on the Cozon,” she said. The cruiser shook, its landing claws hooking onto the Cozon’s deck. “We’re gambling that they won’t kill each other.”
 
Mick waited for the orange flash of plasma missiles; nothing came. 
 
“What now?”
“Isn’t it obvious?”
 
Is she a robot, AM, just like the others? No—she’s too warm inside. 
 
Sera smiled. Mick wondered at her sanity. XJ stared out a porthole at the light-class squared against them. GR crawled to his feet, testing his capacitors.
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Baroque chamber music filled a pillared hall of white. A woman clad in a waterfall of tight gold silk pushed her way toward a broad-shouldered man in black. Dark handsome eyes turned to receive the luminous form. Her lips curled with awkward excitement—sprightly eyes wove a net about the man’s future, and the woman who’d earlier that night dug into his side released her hold, slipped away into the warmth of the dinner party.
 
“Dance?” she asked.
“To this?” he replied.
 
She held out her hand, he took it. 
 
Where have I seen her before? Somewhere, a long time ago. She’s not a student. Somewhere distant, close.
 
Violins caressed his neck and arm. Foreign movement confounded them both, and the heat of the hall increased. Gentle gold upon a smooth black suit—her hair eased out, flew about, the cosmos intact therein. The wild scent of flowers twined with the musk of man. Mick sighed, believing his luck couldn’t get better: a F.R.I.N.G.E. interview the following Monday, and her tonight. His being engorged, flooded with optimism. 
 
“From what time and place do you come?” he asked, smiling. 
 
They twirled about in strange harmony, spirits destined to know one another and on the cusp of understanding that truth: his arm explored, his fingers vagabonds. She breathed a hot secret into his ear:
 
“Here I am,” she said. 
 
She’d said that. And what had it meant?
 
The night wore on between dance and wine and concertos. A separation began, spirits departing, leaving one another to rejoin their solitary dreams.
 
“Where are you staying?” he asked. 
“Helen’s dorm.”
 
Helen Reisman, a bright underclassmen.
 
“Will I see you later?” he asked.
“There is no later,” she smiled. “Just now.”
 
I could never admire Helen. She’s not clever. But this
girl? I’m enamored. 
 
Mick pulled her into his chest. Kissed her. Strange new flavor. The bravado of now, roused by her, swept over him and took control. Enough to show I understand?
 
She departed into the alien night, her fingers the last to slip away. Blue eyes under dark brows went, with them the heat of unified desire.
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“Are you sure you want to do this Mick?” Jason asked.
 
They were already upon the platform, the question an obvious formality from an old friend. 
 
“It’s no gamble,” Mick said. He tried to smile. 
 
Another black hull mission. Who’d have thought I’d sink to this? Can it make sense somehow, later?
 
“A Zubenalgubi run is no joke,” Jason said. “And that ship’s a piece of shit.” He laughed, looking at the black hull behind them.  
“Well, what can you do?” Mick said, feigning interest in his friend’s concern.  
 
He knows why. He’d do the same thing. 
 
“Alright, well,” he said. “I’ll be here, a little greyer I suppose, but I’ll keep a beer cold for you.”
“Thanks,” Mick said. 
 
He walked into the ship, waved. His criminal crew was waiting for him. 
 
Karen, Christopher, little Mickey, Selby. Not one of them to see me off. Better that way.
 
The image of a splintered skull rent the thought of family from Mick’s mind as he entered the ship. Red and black, rage, and a delicate arrangement of interaction had occurred, and so he had to leave his home world for ten years. 
 
Has it been a year since the funeral?
 
“Ion propulsion engaged—ready to launch…” said the captain.
 
Come to me Lethe of space, oh sweet Cryo.
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“Do you know what I’m going to do to you if we survive this?” Mick said.
 
Sera drilled into the floor of the cruiser, penetrated the hull of the Cozon, and dropped inside.
 
“Keep your suit tight,” she said, then disappeared into the ship. The unknown light-class flew in close to the cruiser.
 
“Mick, transmission coming in,” XJ said.
 
Mick ran into the cockpit.
 
“Put it through,” he replied.
“This is light-class Fogstar—undock your vessel immediately,” commanded a woman’s voice.
“Sorry—we have a bit of cargo we’ll be needing first.”
 
Shots sounded from the Cozon below. 
 
Someone’s been shot. Sera?
 
“You’ve got my husband aboard that ship,” crackled the com.
“Sorry—he shouldn’t have stolen our ship.”
“I’ll fire,” she threatened.
“Kill us all?”
 
Sera returned with a body on her shoulder and a bit of plastic in her hand. 
 
“Got Husson and our plastic,” she said. She started sealing the floor again.
“Release him immediately,” called the woman again in a panic. 
 
Mick looked over to Sera. She shook her head; the man, her husband, was dead.
 
“My husband is on that ship!” screamed the com. 
 
“Grab his body,” Mick whispered to Sera.
“I’ve just sealed the hull,” she said.
“I’ve got an idea.”
 
She reopened the floor and dropped in again. 
 
“You’re going to have to board to get him back. He’s a hostage now. But we can trade. Your light-class for him and this cruiser,” Mick said.
 
Sera returned, hauling the bandit’s body on her shoulder. She threw him to the floor beside Husson and resealed the floor. 
 
“Alright—permission to dock.”
 
“He’s in our ship. Don’t try anything.”
“Nothing,” she said.
 
“Poor Cozon, she was a good ship,” XJ whined.
“She was,” GR agreed.
“Their light-class doesn’t appear in very good condition either,” Sera said.
 
She brought the cruiser on top of the Fogstar, latched on, and opened the floor.
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Mick beheld a goddess: clinging spacesuit wrapped her like candy, beauty apparent on each inch of her face and form, except for her expression, which hinted at weakness, sadness. Sera spoke to her:
 
“Do you have any idea whose ship you’ve stolen?”
 
No reply. XJ worked coordinates into the Fogstar’s nav. Destination: the green popsicle.
 
“Go ahead. You’ll find your husband strapped to the bay door. And if you don’t want to get blasted out of the sky, don’t follow us back.”
“There’s no other planet in cruiser ranger,” she said, her perfection warped by despair.
 
“That’s a consequence. Nothing more,” Sera said, raising her pistol to the woman’s face. “Off.”
 
She left through the ceiling hatch, back into the cruiser.
 
“Release us XJ,” Sera said. She closed the hatch.
 
A scream came through the com. 
 
She’s seen the body.
 
Thumping sounds came from above, the rapping of fists upon plastisteel. The Fogstar detached and raced away from the refugee cruiser.
 
She’s alone. Drifting in the void. Waiting for rescue. Who will come for her, to save her, a cosmic masterpiece of flesh? No one.
 
“She’ll die out here,” Mick said. 
 
Sera glared at him.
 
No words from her—cold hard Sera. These situations and cares—they won’t matter later. An old voice: There is no later. A strange impulse grew in Mick. He recalled Karen in gold, young and floating upon melody, brave enough to tempt love. A row of knuckles collided with Sera’s forehead. She writhed, struggled to fight back. Mick struck again, and her eyes rolled into her head. 
 
XJ and GR whirred, unsure how to react. Mick assured them she was fine, just unconscious. He turned the Fogstar around. 
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“What’s your name?” Mick asked.
 
The widow’s delicate frame squirmed maniacally, the nylon straps binding her unyielding to her thrashing rage.
 
“You killed him! You’re going to die for this,” she went on, the same as she’d done for fifteen minutes.
 
“Mick, we should be back to Melbot’s in just under an hour,” XJ said, motoring into the Fogstar’s bay where Mick had strapped his captive to a hull beam.
“Right, thanks,” he said, watching the young girl in front of him.
“Mick, Sera is still unconscious. Are you certain she’s okay?” he asked.
“She’s fine.”
“Okay Mick. I’ll let you know when we’re entering atmosphere.”
“Right.”
 
XJ returned to GR in the cockpit.
 
“Listen, he’s dead—I’m sorry about that. He robbed us, almost killed Sera. It was a risk he took. But the crew on this ship is heading to Utopia. Maybe you can go with them,” Mick said, trying to subdue her horrible sobbing.
“You fucking idiot,” she wailed. He watched her, confounded by the symmetry of her features.
“I’ll let you get over it then,” Mick said. “If Sera doesn’t kill me for saving your life, she’ll certainly kill you for crying like that.”
 
Mick walked away, leaving her to her tears.
 
“We just came from there,” she moaned. “They turned us away.”
“What—why?” Mick stopped.
“They’re almost at maximum capacity. They tripled the entrance fee. And in a month, no one will ever get in again—it’s closing.”
 
Maybe I should kill her. If Sera finds out, why would she keep helping me? She won’t be able to get in, not if it’s going to cost 140,000 UCD.
 
“Is that why you’re robbing way stations?” Mick asked.
“You’ve ruined everything,” she whined, dropping to the floor by the beam.
 
A flash of yellow and blue pierced Mick’s vision. A sharp pain ripped through his brain. He slumped to the ground, Sera’s boots stepping past him toward his hostage. His vision faded to black.
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“Mick, please listen,” Karen said calmly.
“No, I’m almost up for Director of Fleet. I can’t stay home. It’s not a discussion,” he coldly answered.
 
A bottle of wine split their dinner table. A waiter interrupted their conversation, cutting through them with awkwardness.
 
“Have you two decided yet, or do you need more time?”
“Yea, we’re ready.”
“I’ll have the chicken marsala entrée, thanks,” Karen said, staring at Mick.
“Filet mignon, rare,” Mick grunted.
 
The waiter penned their requests and left abruptly.
 
“That was obnoxious,” she said.
“What?”
“Your tone. It was rude.”
“You know what’s rude? Your incessant nagging. How is this paid for? All of this?” he started.
“Oh my god, are you serious? You’re going to bring up money? This has nothing to do with money,” she said, her voice thin and tired.
“You knew what it would mean to marry a FRINGE man, that I’d be away on missions,” he said. “You think I like floating in dead space for three years at a time? Dead weight for most of it, in cryo, losing time I could be spending with you, Christopher and Mickey?” 
“Then stop, work planetside—stop leaving us.”
“I can’t Karen, you know this is my dream, it has been my whole life—to see space, to explore, to do big things.”
“And you have, you’ve seen space. And you’ve done big things. You married me. Started a family with me. Things have changed. Your dream isn’t yours alone anymore.”
“Nothing’s changed. My father was always in space. I turned out fine.”
“You’re angry all the time. The precious moments we have with you, you’re always angry, wasting the time we should be cherishing.”
“I supported you with your poetry, didn’t I? Gave you free license, let you follow your dream, even though I knew you’d never bring home a cent.”
“I can’t believe you’re brining that into this. I told you I’d get a job. You don’t listen to me. You never listen anymore.”
 
Mick emptied his glass in one gulp, grabbed the bottle and refilled it. 
 
“And you’re drunk when you’re home. It’s like you don’t even enjoy being around us.”
“You’re fucking right I’m drunk when I’m home, because this is what I have to hear!” he yelled, slamming his glass down. Glass shattered onto the table and floor. Wine spilled. Eyes turned to behold the spectacle and a waitress signaled for assistance.
 
“Please calm down,” Karen said, her hand reaching across the table to grasp his.
“Do you have any idea how stressful FRINGE detail is? I didn’t think so. You don’t think it eats at me that I’m missing my kids’ birthdays? You think I’m cold now, heartless? That I want come home for a month at a time and leave for years?”
“Of course not. I don’t understand why you have to keep leaving us though. We have more than enough money to get by. You can find something—”
“But I don’t listen you said, so why are you still talking? I just told you I’m on the verge of becoming a director, and all you have for me is this guilt shit, you selfish bitch.”
 
A tuxedoed man strode quickly to their table.
 
“Excuse me sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the manager said.
“My wife and I haven’t eaten yet,” Mick said, grabbing Karen’s glass of wine and drinking.
“Sir, you’re causing our guests to feel uncomfortable. Now if you won’t come, I’ll have to call the police,” he said.
“The police? Do you have any idea who I am?” Mick said under his breath.
“Mick, let’s go. C’mon,” she said, rising and taking his arm. 
 “Get off me,” he said, shoving her back.
“Hey, you better not try anything,” said a young, muscular onlooker who’d taken a keen interest in the drama. He arched his back and walked close to assist the manager.
“Are you kidding me boy?” Mick rose from the table and threw his wine glass at the wall. Splinters of glass rained on the screaming patrons as they covered their heads.
“Calm down,” the young man replied. Two other men rose and walked toward them.
“My wife and I haven’t eaten yet. Is this a fucking restaurant? Where is our food? What kind of place is this for a guest?” Mick roared.
 
The young man made the mistake of moving closer and placing his hand on Mick’s shoulder in an attempt to calm him. 
 
Mick snapped back in revulsion at the man’s touch, thrust his hips around and drew his powerful arm in a line, smashing through the man’s jaw. An audible crack caused the manager to shiver and back away. Someone in the back of the restaurant dialed for the police.
 
“Let’s go Karen,” Mick said. She was sobbing uncontrollably, backed into a corner. “I said let’s go!” he screamed, lunging toward her. He grabbed her wrist roughly and tugged her up. The growing crowd backed away as they zipped out of the restaurant, no one daring to follow them. 
 
Mick’s Cobra pulled out of the parking lot, turned onto Interstate 495 and accelerated to 80 miles per hour.
 
“Please slow down Mick,” Karen said. 
“You know what, you wanted things to change. Good, they will. I’m going into space. For three years. Maybe in that time you can start to appreciate what the hell I do for you and the kids.”
 
She vomited coughs, crying hysterically. 
 
“Hey, shut up, you hear me?” he said. He pressed hard with his left foot and shifted into sixth gear.
 
“Slow down Mick! Mick! Slow down!” she screamed, her confusion clearing, transforming into a singular emotion, that of fear for her life. 
 
The blue Cobra sped down I-495, weaving in and out of traffic.
 
“I’m a fucking pilot. This is what I do. Do you want to know why I make what I make? Why I go for three years at a time? Do you want to understand?”
 
The speedometer of the Cobra inched toward 100 and Karen’s screams subverted from words into high-pitched squeals of fright, as she manically beat upon his shoulders. 
 
“Stop it bitch, do you want to kill us?” he said, stitching a fine thread on the highway, narrowly escaping cars travelling half their speed. “You see this? I’m a FRINGE pilot. I’m the best there is. No one gives a damn though. No one cares what Mick does for three years in space. Well I do this. You see Karen?” The Cobra’s needle ticked past 120 miles per hour.
 
Red and blue lights flashed in the rear window. Mick slowed the car down and pulled over. A cop walked briskly to his window.
 
“Sir, are you deliberately trying to kill someone tonight?” the cop said. 
“I’ve got a flight. I’ve got to practice.”
“Jesus Christ, you’re Micky Compton,” replied the cop. 
“Well?”
 
The cop peered in at the passenger seat, seeing his softly sobbing wife.
 
“Ma’am, are you okay?” he asked.
“She’s fine. The restaurant back there, our waiter was a jerk.”
“Mr. Compton, my son’s a big fan of yours. Would you mind signing something for me?” he asked. 
“Make it quick. Like I said, I have a mission.”
 
The cop disappeared, racing back to his squad car. Mick looked at Karen but she quickly looked away, out into the dead night, her empty future. Each stretch alone had been harder than the last. She knew she could not stop him from going. She also didn’t know if she could last another three years alone, cold, longing. The cop returned with a pad of paper and a pen. A voice crackled on his walkie-talkie:
 
“Officer Reel, we’re scanning for a 3072 blue Ford Mustang Cobra, suspect assaulted a man at Scalini Fedeli.” The cop stepped back, looked at Mick’s Cobra.
“Excuse me a moment,” said the cop.
“No, come here. Give me it.” The cop handed Mick his walkie-talkie.
“Jim Reynolds?” Mick asked.
“This is sergeant Reynolds,” the voice responded.
“It’s Mick Compton you asshole.”
“Mick?”
“Yea, tell Jake to clean that mess up at Fedeli’s.”
“That was you?”
“Yea. The prick next to us had a mouth on him. Lucky he didn’t catch me on a bad day. He’d be going to the hospital.”
“I’ll tell Jake it was you Mick. No problem.”
“This rookie’s not bad.” Mick eyed the anxious cop standing at his window. 
“Alright, let me clear this up right away. Call me before you leave the system next week.”
“Sure.” Mick handed the walkie-talkie back, took the pad of paper from the cop, signed it, and sped off. 
 
“You’re not going to talk to me now?” Mick said after several minutes of silence passed.
“Talking doesn’t work with you anymore Mick. It hasn’t for years,” she replied.
 
Mick ignored her and turned on the radio, drowning her and all his thoughts out to the sound of Stevie Ray Vaughan’s screaming guitar.
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Mick’s eyes opened slow. Before him a horrible event unfolded: Sera stood over the once-immaculate face of his rescue. Her fine lines were bruised out of proportion, her lower lip swollen, sweat knotting her hair in clumped strands. Sera was reaching back to slap the defenseless girl again when he mustered the energy to speak:
 
“Stop,” he said. 
“I hope it was worth it Mick, this pretty little thing. You know I could stand getting hit by you, even behind my back. That I can take. But you bring a lying piece of garbage on board, trying to—” her hand collided with the girl’s cheek and left a fat welt, “not only steal my ship, all my money, but tell me Utopia is charging triple? That it’s closing in a month?” Sera readied her fist for another strike.
Mick rose to his feet, rubbing his head and walking toward her. “Let her be.”
“Why should I? You think I don’t kill women? That’s an antiquated notion of civility, something from your time, not mine.” She turned to the girl, “You caught me on a nice day, I was going to leave you to die peacefully in space. But you seduce him into bringing you aboard, and then you start with the,” she grunted, smacking down again, “lies—bullshit lies.”
“I’m not lying,” the beautiful, new-scarred girl whimpered.
“Hey, I said relax for a minute,” Mick said, seeing himself in Sera’s rage. 
“Relax? I’ll relax after we shoot her into space and you jump the hell out of M82. Then I’ll relax. How about that?” She turned her head, ice in her eyes, hoping he’d instigate her further.
 
It’s more than just the ship, the robbery, the lies. She deals with that all the time. It’s got to be something else. The girl’s beauty. It angers her.
 
“Please,” Mick said, about to restrain Sera as blood flowed freely from the girl’s cheek.
“Oh come on Mick, she’s a cellbot, she can take it.”
 
So that’s a cellbot. Humanity’s imagination and power all bent upon the execution of aesthetics. My god, who could blame someone for never wanting a human again. 
 
“She’ll help us,” Mick said.
“She’ll tell us lies and try to destroy our—” Sera was cut off by XJ and GR. They had both been staring expressionless at the fray until XJ spoke:
“Sera?” he said.
“What?”
“Carner replied. She’s right: Utopia permits have tripled.”
“What about the deadline?” Sera said, her drawn fist falling to her side in disbelief, her spirit escaping her.
“We’ve got to come up with a new plan, don’t we?” said GR.
“I’m sorry Sera. It seems we have a month to get the money together.”
 
Sera collapsed alongside the beautiful, broken girl who lay soundless, battered into the hull beam. Red warmth dripped onto her. Neither said a word. Together, they juxtaposed all that aroused and saddened Mick, and from whom he derived sadness and from whom arousal he could not tell. It was all meaningless to him anyhow; their plight was not his. He had enough for his jump, and Sera had retrieved what she’d gone after. All that was left was to return to Melbot’s and let GR learn the jump module. As for the girl, if he hadn’t saved her, he’d tried to. He could live with that. Either way, his acts of charity and lust were over. He had something precious that now required his full attention. 
 
Some people learn over time to restore order and happiness in their lives. They make their mistakes, grow, and are still free to live in their new gratitude and humility. They cherish the now. Others do not, because the cost of their lessons is too great. Freedom is taken away as a result of their mistakes, and so the wisdom, the humility, and the gratitude gained is wasted on a crippled life. It is never put to full use. It may avail itself partially to some circumstance or another, but it will never be true unfettered freedom: A blank slate.
 
Blank slate. That’s what I’m heading toward. A blank slate, lessons learned, wisdom and humility intact. I can’t continue to pity these drifters. To the green wastes, and I’m gone.
 
“I’m sorry Mick, but you know what this means, don’t you?” Sera finally spoke, tilting her head up. Mick eyed her half vacantly, already detaching himself from the world and people he’d come to know in fourteen. He’d made a conscious decision to forget their struggle, stop trying to help, and focus all his thoughts on how he would conduct himself once he returned home. To where and when shall I send you? GR would soon ask him. There’s a ballroom near MIT. My sophomore year of college. A dance. A tight golden waterfall of silk and heat. The taste of new lips. A bright-eyed optimist who believed in the present.
 
“I’m sorry,” she started. He nodded dismissively, feeling entirely done with her, the beautiful girl, the robots, fourteen, Utopia, all of it. 
“Why?” Mick barely said.
“I can’t let you go home.”
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 “It’s not so bad Mick. In fact, you’ll have a lot more time to rematch me,” XJ said as he pinned Mick’s last remaining knight with his queen.
 
Easy for you to say robot—your AM makes it easy for you to forget everything that matters—that once mattered to you. I’m dying—trapped in a cage—lost in spacetime.
 
“Oh come on Mick,” XJ tried again, sensing Mick’s waning interest. “Sera will have the money in no time. Then you’ll have your wish and return to your home.”
“I need a drink.”
“I’d be perfectly happy to get you one if you’d make your move.”
“Do you know what I’m thinking about XJ?”
“Whether or not you can kill Sera in her sleep?”
 
Dead on. Another one bites the dust—the end justifies the means.
 
“How’d you guess?” Mick laughed, suddenly finding his imprisonment comical.
“Only because you’ve been repeating yourself about it for the past half-hour, in which time we might have started our second match if you’d focused.”
 
Mick rubbed the bruise on his head where Sera had struck him. He wondered if he had enough strength to take her head on—if she really was a cellbot. He hadn’t tested her on her threat yet, but the thought hadn’t left his head since she’d told him he couldn’t go home.
 
She can’t tell me what I can’t do, that I can’t go home, see the loves of my life, prevent my sole purpose of existence. Logic replied to him: She wouldn’t make that bluff—she can ruin your chances. She’s the one who told you T-jumping existed in the first place. XJ had no idea. Without her, you’d be drifting, dead by now. 
 
“So what’s she keeping me around for?”
“You’ll have to ask her yourself,” XJ replied. “Now would you please move, Mick? Otherwise I’m going to have to rouse GR to take over.”
Sera poked her head into the room, “You’re smarter than that. Why do I need you around?”
“Because I’m a man—you need my scent aboard the ship.”
 
His reply gave her pause; she smiled, her eyes sparkling.
 
“Be smarter than that.”
“No more killing—I told you I’m done with that.”
 “You don’t have a plant, there’s nothing to worry about. If we’re going to triple our fund, we’re going to have to sell high end hardware. There’s no other option. I can’t make it in a month without you.”
“More expancapacitor droids?” Mick replied.
“You’ll be killing them for us.”
 
More nameless lives, strangers artificially stored in a file format. More Emily Hussons. The layer of robot makes it less personal, easier to get the job done, less likely to haunt. The fastest way to make the money, the fastest way to get home. Conscience interrupted: You know better now Mick—a .HUM is a person’s soul. You’re committing murder if you go through with this. You can’t hope to start a new life at the expense of the lives of others. Selfishness replied: And what other choice do I have? Fight her? Kill her in her sleep and try to navigate back to Melbot’s station? Forget it. I’ve tasted her power. She’s not human. 
 
“Are you human?” Mick asked her.
“Of course. But if you think that’s all I am—if you’re getting ideas of taking control again—then you really don’t stand a chance of seeing your family again.”
 
Mick bit his lip and rocked back in his chair, his hand brushing his pawns, knocking them into XJ’s pieces.
 
“Mick! That’s no good. Good thing I saved our game,” XJ said. He suddenly twirled his head and flashed, as if restarting his brain, then began to reassemble the pieces in their proper positions.
 
“Okay.”
“Okay what?” Sera replied.
“I’ll do it. I’ll kill them. Just fly me there, and let’s get this over with.”
“I knew you were a good soldier,” she smiled. 
“And what about her?” 
“I’m dumping her at our next stop. She might be worth something.”
“Dumping?”
“Good night Mick.”
 
Sera left them alone with the chess board. 
 
Does she plan to sell her? Is Utopia the closest thing to morality here? A mindless immersion, a void, the only path to ethics being a total absence of the need for them?
 
“Mick, it’s still your move,” XJ prodded.
“XJ, what’s the newest model cellbot sell for?”
“A non-expancapacitor model cellbot—geez, I don’t know Mick—maybe twenty thousand UCD?”
 
She is. My irrational act of pity is her windfall. And mine. 
 
“Mick?”
“Sorry XJ. I’m done for the night.”
“You’re not going to—”
“Try to kill your daughter? No.”
“My what?”                                                                                                                                        
“Never mind. Go get GR. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
Mick exited toward his new bedroom aboard the Fogstar. 
 
What’s the difference between destroying a .HUM that’s been transferred into a droid and one that’s still in someone’s brain? What’s the difference between a photograph and the file that stores it? Research—I’ve been neglecting to learn—I haven’t wanted to learn.
 
Mick sat by his bed at a computer terminal. He swiped twice and brought up the Fogstar’s database. He touched a circular knob as XJ had shown him to do, activating thought control, and thought of the word “cellbot.” The screen of green faded and a human appeared. It projected into the room, small, life-like in color. The three dimensional hologram body rotated and text ran next to it:
 
CELLBOT: a term created in 3744 by GENE MIRACLE Corporation to describe the seamless combination of homo sapien sapien with nanorobot architecture. 
            Cellbots are modified human beings whose cellular and genetic structure is aided and advanced by the technology of nanomachines. In the 3800s, cellbot babies became the birth form of choice among the richest populations in the Milky Way Galaxy. By 3900, cellbots became more affordable, entering into most upper-wealth societies. 
            Cellbots are the first biomechanical life forms capable of brain transplants. Cellbots entering the mainstream populace increased the average human lifespan gradually from 120 years to 180 years. Cellbot brain transplant technology led to developments in brain research, eventually giving rise to the complete brain-mapping program known as NEUROMAP. INTEL corporation bought NEUROMAP and funded the research that resulted in the mapping of the human brain to the file known as a .human file, or .HUM, its file extension. Eventually, cellbots were used as a way to save lives. Brainless cellbots were grown in laboratories awaiting transplants from terminal patients.
            With the influx of affordable cellbots, corporations in the private sector began to offer customized cellbots—cellbots built for specific purposes. The most popular varieties were soldier cellbots and sex cellbots. In the late 3900s, the UCA began to regulate cellbot production to curb illicit industries and the use of modified cellbots in fringe world faction wars.
 
Mick stopped reading; he brought his attention to the .HUM on the screen. It suddenly highlighted, then transferred to its own page. He read on:
 
.HUM: a file type first patented by INTEL and later found to be nonpatentable by the UCA government. It was found in the landmark ruling of 3913 that “.HUM files represent human beings in their entirety, and as such, they represent and are a person’s essence, identity, and soul. Such property cannot be owned or patented, and so the technology belongs in the public domain.” 
            A .HUM file houses a complete mapping of a person’s brain, housing a person’s knowledge, memories, associations, and imagination. .HUM transfers cost an exorbitant amount of money despite the length of time the technology has existed, and the costs have been slow to decline. Some speculate that a corporate oligarchy is behind the high costs of .HUM transfers (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). Transfers are not entirely useful unless one has the proper hardware with which to “mount” the .HUM file, effectively bringing it to life within a body. Because of the initial piracy of .HUM files, in which multiple copies of the same person were made for illicit purposes, the UCA began to strictly regulate the creation of and transfer of .HUM files, preventing further mass-copying and manipulation. There is a range of architecture that can mount .HUM files, spanning from droids constructed at the turn of the millennia, which can mount roughly 5 percent of a .HUM profile with proper plugins, all the way up to the EXPANCAPACITOR droid system.
 
Mick instantly focused on EXPANCAPACITOR, revealing a new screen:
 
EXPANCAPACITOR DROID SYSTEM: a droid system created by NEUROCORP technologies. The EXPANCAPACITOR is the first droid system that makes two claims never before made by a droid production run: The EXPANCAPACITOR is the first droid system that can fully mount a .HUM file, correctly mapping and running a .HUM at %100 without glitches; and, it is the first system that uses a cellbot core: in other words, the droid appears and functions as a human, but lasts forever, such as a machine droid, granted that proper maintenance is carried out. Given the low production run and steep cost of EXPANCAPACITOR models, they are reserved for use primarily by the wealthiest citizens of the galaxy. Some contest that a corporate oligarchy has gained control of EXPANCAPACTOR production to a.) ensure the oligarchy outlasts all other populations, and b.) retain singular control of the galaxy and the government (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further).
 
Mick thought of Utopia, reading on with tired eyes:
 
UTOPIA: (This article has an excessive amount of flagged information. Readers should exercise skepticism concerning the content presented). Little is known about the actual environment known as UTOPIA. The UCA has strictly regulated information leaks from UTOPIA, citing galactic security concerns. The common understanding of the once-anomalous signal from M82 is that it is a faux planet constructed as a vessel of virtual reality that synergizes with humans and/or .HUM mounted systems. The rogue planet is rumored to be the perfect simulation of reality, allowing its inhabitants to create reality for each of their five senses by belief alone (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). None who have entered within UTOPIA’s orbit have exited, further fueling speculation that UTOPIA is humanity’s manifestation of the ancient religious ideal of heaven (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). UTOPIA’s creation dates from 4300, placing its construction several hundred years in the future. The UCA first claimed that UTOPIA was “humanity’s future giving a present to its past"; the statement was soon withdrawn and denied by government leaders (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). Critics attacked the initial proclamation of UTOPIA as “a present from the future” as propaganda, citing the UCA’s decision to profit from the moon by selling extremely high-priced entrance tickets. 
            The harsh reality of UTOPIA’s cost has resulted in sects of generational cults and dogmas, each bent on achieving entrance into UTOPIA. Due to rising crime rates in earlier centuries before UTOPIA, the UCA implemented the M82, and later Milky Way-wide PLANT system. 
 
Mick focused on PLANT, fighting his heavy lids to consume more knowledge:
 
PLANT: a UCA-created crime regulation device present in all galaxy citizens through genetic nanotherapy. Children born of PLANTED parents automatically inherit their PLANT. The last known non-PLANTED citizen died in 3912. Some speculate that some of the corporate elite never received PLANTS, and can still create children that are PLANT-free, which has led to speculation of organized crime (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). By way of entangled particles within the quantum implant, the UCA is alerted instantaneously of changes in brain and body rhythm indicative of moral lapses ranging from petty crimes through to precognition of murder.
 
I’m the perfect criminal in a far away world, and all I want is innocence.
 
Mick retreated into bed. He closed his eyes and fell into black.
 
Tonight there is the real possibility that I’ll see you in my dreams. 
 
Come back. 
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“Daddy, do you think the rain will stop in time for tomorrow?” a little girl asked.
“I don’t know honey. I hope so,” he replied, sliding close on the couch and squeezing her. “We can go in the rain though, that is, if you think you’re tough enough.”
“Of course I’m tough enough! I’ve been wanting to ride a boat in a real lake since I was three years old!”
 
A fire crackled from the corner of the log cabin. The wall in front of them displayed the rolling credits of a movie. The melody of a happy-ending played.
 
“I know honey. I’ve been hearing about it for four years, more than half your life,” He smiled. Orange flame reflected on his cheeks. They were warm, a family, and safe. He cherished the moment as if it were eternity. 
 
A boy, slightly older than the girl, walked into the room holding a large bowl of popcorn and three glasses filled with juice. 
 
“These old-time cooking things—micro-ovens?—are really neat,” he said.
 
“Careful Teddy,” the man said, watching the boy wobble into the flickering living room. 
“I’m okay—” at that moment, the boy’s toes dug beneath an end table and he tripped. The bowl of popcorn exploded into the air, white fireworks, followed by three juice-filled glass rockets. Kernels scattered on the brown rug, the juice landing in the bowl and making popcorn cereal. Teddy stretched out his hands to support his fall, one of them landing squarely upon the length of a cylinder of glass; with a pop, it shattered.
 
“Damn it Teddy!” his father reacted, then he rose in fear: “Oh my god, are you alright?”
Teddy looked stupefied, and finally turned to look at his dad and sister: “Yea, I’m okay. I’m sorry.”
“Teddy you’re bleeding!” the girl screamed. 
“What?” He looked down at his wrist. A gash, open to muscle, ran in a line; he hadn’t noticed any pain. Gazing upon the muted wound, he slipped into shock—blood gushed onto the brown floor, the white popcorn—he couldn’t speak.
“Hold it up,” his father said quickly, ripping his shirt off. “It’s nothing, I’ve had much worse—high—hold it straight up son.” The man grabbed the boy’s arm and coiled his shirt tightly around the cut. “Come into the bathroom.”
“Is he going to be okay daddy?” the girl whined, forgetting her excitement about the movie marathon they’d embarked upon, the boating trip planned for the next day, and the last two days of their vacation on Cedar Minor; it had been the first time the family had felt whole since the loss of mom.
“He’s going to be fine. Stay there Sera, don’t come in here,” the father called back.
Sera stopped. In her seven years, she had never known her father to lie. If he said Teddy would be okay, then she had no reason to continue to worry, no reason to let the fun die. She turned back to the mess of juice, popcorn and blood on the rug, the wallscreen still scrolling credits. 
“I’ll clean up and put the next movie in,” she hollered into the bathroom. She could only hear the muffled voice of her father instructing Teddy to calm down and follow his directions. She waited for his affirmation of her hope that things could resume just as they’d been going—no reply came. To her, suddenly, it seemed unfair that Teddy had sucked the life out of their fun.
“We’re still going out on the boat tomorrow, right?” Sera asked, louder. “Right daddy?”
“Not now!” her father replied in a rare flash of anger. She questioned her original assumption: 
 
Maybe things aren’t back to normal. Maybe everything’s bad again.
 
Before her mind slipped into familiar depression, she walked into the kitchen, grabbed a towel, and returned to clean up the mess.
 
Morning dawned on Cedar Minor, a red gold wonder lighting its sky. By the Conlon’s cabin rental stretched a deep lake, pressing itself through twining forest leads, reflecting the copper birth overhead. A long wooden dock yawned on the lake; roped to a pole at its end, wobbled a fishing boat. A lone figure, slightly taller than four feet, hopped and skipped along the dock. She sat at its edge, pulled off her sandals, then dipped her toes into the water. Cool liquid pressed between each of her toes. She paddled back and forth and stared down, trying to make our her feet through the brackish water. A wooden door slapped back against its frame. Sera twisted her neck to see the cabin. Her father strode out toward her, Teddy nowhere in sight. 
He sat down beside her, and she knew his words before they exited his mouth: “I’m sorry hon, Teddy won’t be feeling good enough to go out today. I’m going to stick around to keep an eye on him. You understand, right?”
 
She wanted to yell at him, to tell him that it wasn’t fair, that there would never be another chance, that Teddy was responsible for ruining their vacation, their chance of being a family again. She wrestled with darkness she couldn’t understand. Her father placed his strong arm on her tiny shoulder and caressed her hair the way her mother had used to do. She wanted to tell him to stop, that only mom could do that. She wanted to scream at him, and tell him it was his fault that she died, that he was supposed to protect her no matter what. Instead of words, she made tears. Her father pushed her head into his massive chest, in this moment somehow as soft as her mother’s had been. Mom’s voice spoke: It wasn’t his fault. You have to let go. It was nobody’s fault.
 
Sera lay in bed, unable to fall asleep. The last day of the trip had been one giant, wasted opportunity. Teddy had started to heal already, but dad had kept them inside. He had said he didn’t want to run the risk of an infection on a fringe world, so far from civilization and good hospitals. Though she couldn’t accept that they’d never get to go on a boat, she decided that she half-understood why: she didn’t want her brother to get sick. A soft knock came at the bedroom door. 
 
“Come in,” she said. Dad had tucked her in two hours ago—what does he want now?
 
Teddy walked into her room. 
 
“Teddy.”
“Shhh,” he hissed. 
“What are you doing?” she whispered.
“I can’t sleep.”
“Me either.”
“I feel really bad about what happened, how the vacation ended. I know how much you wanted to go on the boat,” Teddy said in his best thirteen-year-old adult voice. “So I’m going to make it up to you.”
“It’s okay. It wasn’t your fault. That stupid table shouldn’t have been there.”
“We go home tomorrow morning. Tonight is the last chance we have to take the boat.”
Sera thought of her home world, New Earth Two—all of its water ran in pipelines, and there were certainly no lakes. It really would be their last chance to drive a boat on a lake. 
 
“Dad would never let us,” she finally replied, thinking it through.
“I know that, stupid. Don’t talk so loud. We’re going out tonight.”
Sera looked to her window—a cold black square—out of place in the warm, golden room. “It’s too dark.”
“No it’s not, I just checked outside. You can’t see it, but there’re two full moons tonight.”
“Dad will be mad at us.”
“It’ll be worth it. He saved for a year to take us here. When we get back home, he’s going to be working sixty hour weeks to make up for this trip—he’ll want to know we enjoyed it as much as we could. This is our last chance. And I’m not stopping you from what you really wanted to do on vacation because of my dumb wrist.” He held up his half-red, gauze-wrapped arm.
Sera looked back to him from the window: “Are you sure we’ll have enough light?”
“C’mon, get dressed. Quietly. Meet me in the hall.”
 
Teddy hadn’t lied: they snuck down to the dock under bright silver moonlight. He nervously glanced back at the house when they reached the water’s edge.
 
“What is it?” Sera asked. 
“Nothing, I just want to make sure we didn’t wake him up.”
Sera kicked off her sandals and touched one foot into the water—it was only slightly colder than the morning; silver ripples ran away, the lines of the moons’ shattering reflections. 
“You were right Teddy, it is really light out. There’re so many stars. I can’t wait until I can pilot my first spaceship,” she said. 
“Shut up and get in. You’re not going to get hung up on flying ships when we’re about to finally go boat riding, are you?” he said, steadying the rocking boat. 
“No—I’d rather do this.”
 
She stepped in and took a seat. Teddy untied the boat, grabbed an oar, and dug it into the muck below them. He pushed hard and they were moving, drifting toward the distant shore. 
 
“It’s so peaceful out here,” Sera said, mesmerized by the wake of the boat, pushing wide lines in time with Teddy’s steadfast rowing.
“It is. Check the cabin, do you see anything?” Teddy asked, breathing hard.
“No. The coast is clear. We made.”
“We did. Now isn’t this nice,” he said, and began to set the oars back into their hinges.
“Thanks Teddy. I love you—you’re the best big brother in the world,” she said, looking up to the silver globes above. It felt weird—saying I love you. When mom had been around, they’d said it all the time—it was normal then. Ever since her death, it had become taboo for some reason. But she knew, as strange as it had felt to say it, it felt right, for it was true.
“Shit,” Teddy said. 
“What?” she looked back at her brother. He’d lost one of the oars into the black waters.
“I can’t reach it.” He stretched as far as he could, reeling back before the boat rail came too close to the water.
“What are we going to do?” Sera asked, beginning to worry. Teddy ignored her and worked vigorously with his one oar, switching sides every other stroke. Sera waited but he didn’t reply. He worked harder to bring them close to the oar, but with each stroke in which he gained a meter, he seemed to lose it right back to some mysterious current in the water.
“Teddy?” Sera said, quivering. She looked back at the shrinking cabin, most of its lights out, her father sleeping too far away to help them if something should happen. 
“Shhh,” he silenced her, gasping for breath, rowing frantically. “I’ve almost got it.”
 
It seemed the oar was finally within reach, and Teddy would not miss his chance. He leaned as far as he could over the edge of the boat without taking on water, grasping for the wooden pole. 
 
He couldn’t reach it without tipping the boat.
 
“Hold this, don’t lose it,” Teddy said. 
“What are you doing?” she said, watching her brother tear off his shirt.
“I’m going to grab it, stay here and hold the oar. Do not let it go,” he said.
“Teddy don’t! Let’s go back. Dad won’t be so mad if we lose one oar. He might not even notice.”
 
Teddy didn’t listen; instead, he leaped headlong into the water. 
 
“Teddy!” Sera shrieked. A splash, then endless seconds of dark quiet passed as she waited for him to surface. His head rose in a fountain.
“Wooh! That’s cold, but it feels so good!”
“Come back Teddy.” He ignored her and swam toward the oar.
“Got it!” he called. “Haha! It feels so great in here. You should come in.”
“Come back. I’m scared.”
“I am coming back, calm down. Sera look, I got the oar!” he said, proudly holding it high above the water. “Don’t be so sour, you’re ruining the fun,” he smiled, silver light caught in his eyes. 
 
He swam quickly to the edge of the boat, about to hoist himself up, when Sera gasped. He looked up to her; she looked back in the direction of the cabin. Teddy couldn’t see past the boat’s hull. 
 
“What? What is it?”
“It’s dad, he’s at the edge of the dock,” she said. Teddy swum around and saw it for himself: searching out into the lake was their pajama-wearing father. 
“He’s going to be so mad at us.”
“We have to get back,” Teddy said, gripping the rail. As he began to pull himself up, he heard his father’s calls: 
“Sera! Teddy! Ted!”
Teddy pulled, pulling the boat down toward the water.
“Teddy no!” screamed Sera, but it was too late. The boat tipped, flipping her into the cool water. She frantically grabbed her brother, dragging him down with her into darkness. Their father leaped from the dock, swimming as hard as he could toward the violent splashing.
“Sera—stop—you’re—pulling me—down!” cried Teddy, struggling to grip the mossy, upturned keel of the boat, unable to hold on as Sera wrapped her body around him and tried to climb his body to the surface, pushing him under.
“Daddy help!” she screamed, clawing up her brother’s shoulders, struggling desperately for air.
 
The moons watched: A tiny dot moved, drawing a line of foam in its wake—father—along the one hundred meter expanse of lake that separated him from all the family he had in the world. 
 
Hollers turned to voiceless splashing. 
 
Two points slowly converged, fate changing its mind as if by whim. They became a singular form, enlarged, slowly losing energy, speed, and closeness to life.
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Bright white lights, a cold metal wall, and a nurse greeted Sera as she opened her eyes. She was lying flat, face up on a hospital bed. The nurse moved the light aside and her face came into view: it was warm, round, her mother’s—not her mother’s, but familiar. 
 
Am I dreaming?
 
“Are you awake?” said the nurse.
“Where am I?” Sera said.
“Doctor Shaw, she’s awake. Doctor Shaw,” the nurse said. “Relax honey, you’re in good hands. The doctor’s coming in.”
 
Doctor? What’s wrong? Why am I here?
 
“Hi, I’m Doctor Shaw.” A face, old, wrinkled, filled her vision. “Can you tell me your name?”
“Sera.”
“Good. Sera, you’re okay and you’re safe here. I’m going to have to ask you some questions—is that okay with you?”
“What happened? Where am I?” She tried to remember: popcorn, a movie, Teddy’s fall, the gash—the lake. 
 
We snuck out onto the lake.
 
“Where’s daddy? Where’s Teddy?” Sera said.
 
Teddy’s voice split her head: you’re—pulling me—down.
 
“Are you hungry Sera? What would you like to eat?” the doctor said, ignoring her. 
“Where’s daddy? Where is he? Where’s Teddy?” she said, hysterical.
“Calm down, it’s going to be okay,” the doctor said, motioning toward the nurse.
 
Sera looked at her hand and realized it did not look anything like her own; somehow, her fingers were lighter in color, her nails were longer and thinner, and her hair was the wrong color. She screamed and kicked, but found her body strapped to her bed. The doctor hovered over, restraining her, whispering calm words that did nothing to ease her terror. The nurse handed him a long needle.
 
The bright white light of the hospital room dissolved into gray, then black. Her fear transformed into strange dreams of silver light that broke upon the sleek wood of two oars. 
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“They’re in a coma. They may not recover. We’ve been through this, Sera,” said an impatient voice.
 
Sera looked away, fighting not to remember.
 
He said everything would be fine. Just a quick dash onto the lake and back. No one was supposed to get hurt. There was enough of that already. It’s not fair. I can’t do this. 
 
“Sera?”
 
She turned back to her doctor, her eyes wet steel.
 
“You’re going to have to leave in a few days’ time. We will continue to watch after them as long as we can. You have to say goodbye. You want to say bye, don’t you?”
 
She lay back down on the bed. Her eyes closed and she sank into cold, empty sadness: What had the first explanation been?
He had managed to flip the boat over, but he took in too much water. He did everything he could to save you and your brother. She heard her brother again—he hadn’t stopped speaking to her since she’d woken: Stop! You’re pulling us down. The doctors weren’t telling her something. Something about whose fault it was; they wouldn’t admit she was responsible for their comas.
 
The day of departure came. Rain pattered against the glass of the hospital windows. Thunder tore the sky. A nurse’s cold hand led her to the two incubators: Her family. She looked at her father. He appeared the same as he always did, as if ready to spring from a nap and head into work. Her brother looked different; somehow, he had sadness in him. His arm bore the scar of his injury, the body healing long after his mind had departed.
 
The nurse quietly left the room.
 
Goodbye.

 
She stepped closer. It had felt nothing like she thought goodbye was supposed to; it was surreal and blank. Suddenly, the veil of denial was lifted with overwhelming force and three words crawled from her gut: 
 
I love you. 
 
You didn’t say you loved me back, Teddy. You didn’t tell me on the dock, dad. 
 
It was my fault. I should have told you then. I shouldn’t have went out. I’m sorry. 
 
“Please don’t leave! I love you! I don’t want you to—I’m sorry.”

 
Tears welled up, erupted, rolled in lines down her cheeks, soothing her cracking lips. Salty, painful sobs throbbed through her tiny body. A flash briefly lit the room—lightning ripping the sky. I’m sorry. She ran to them, their covers lifted, hugged them one at a time. She nested herself into her father, closed her eyes. I promise you, I’ll save you. I don’t care if it takes the rest of my life. I’ll save you both. I won’t let you die. I know you’re still here. 
 
Eternal seconds passed. Sleep intervened with her sobbing, and a dream of the future took hold of her: She rode upon starlight, tracing the skies on a quest to save her family—there in front of her were her father and her brother. They smiled, but no words came from their mouths. It was enough, she realized they didn’t need to talk. She ran for them. Together they joined, were bonded, a warm hug of three. Light and shaking wrenched her from her happiness:
 
“Darling—Sera darling.” The nurse led her out of the room. She wasn’t ready to go—she was too young, her job too big to do alone, too much for a little girl. 
“You’re going to a military world. There’s no safer place in the galaxy. Your aunt and uncle will be waiting for you when you arrive. We will keep in touch. If anything happens, you’ll be the first to know,” Doctor Shaw said at the spaceport. Sera looked at him one last time, feeling as though it would be her last chance to ask:
“Doctor Shaw, I want you to tell me. It was my fault, wasn’t it?” she said softly, looking up at the gentle man whom she’d wished would take her in instead of the aunt and uncle she’d never known. His kind face smiled at her:
“No, Sera—not at all. You need to realize that. And you will, in time.” And that was the last she ever saw him. 
 
She boarded the metal-shining transport and left her family behind.
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“Do either of you two want to wrestle?” Sera asked. She looked anxiously in at Mick and Axa.
“Is she serious?” Axa said to Mick. 
“As serious as she can be,” Mick smiled. “Not right now. Maybe later.”
“Okay. You know where to find me. And Mick—” Sera said, glancing in on them again, noticing their proximity to each other. 
“What?” 
“Don’t get attached.” She abruptly left the room.
“For a pirate, she worries a lot, doesn’t she?”
“How’d you know she was a pirate?” Mick asked. Over the course of half a week, Mick and Axa had gradually accepted their fate as hostages, though more than once Mick had entertained the notion of convincing Axa to team up with him to overtake Sera and retake the Fogstar.
“Sera Carner. It’s hard not to know her if you come from the Bessel system.”
“Did you say Carner?”
“Yea. Does it mean something to you?”
“We stopped off at a trade post, I met an old man there.”
“Her uncle.”
“Uncle?”
“So far as I’ve heard, they’re related.”
“What’s her deal then? If people know about their racket, why hasn’t she been caught yet?”
“She’s good at what she does. Maybe the best in this part of space.”
“Listen, I have to tell you something.” Mick looked into her wide, beautiful eyes; they were huge, placed at perfect, symmetrical distance between her ears and above her slender, immaculately shaped nose. “I think she plans to sell you.”
“Sell me?”
“Yea. XJ told me she’d get twenty thousand UCD for you.”
“She’d risk tainting her plant? You know what—let her. I’ll have better luck escaping from someone else.”
“You’d rather end up sold?”
“I can deal with sex trade. That’s what my model was engineered for. She wanted to let me die out here—and given enough time, she might still kill me. I’d be in better hands with someone who lets me serve my primary purpose.”
 
God, she really is meant for that—look at her: her hair, her body, her face—how’d I not guess? Mick wondered at her creation, her past, and how she’d ended up running to Utopia, married. What had Carner said about marriage? A useless vestige of ancient civilizations…
 
“And her—she’s a cellbot too, isn’t she? What’s her model built for?” Mick asked.
“Sera?” Axa asked. “Soldier. That’s why you’re stuck here with me. That’s why you can’t kill her in her sleep, take this ship, and complete your T-jump. She’d snap your neck the moment you stepped foot into her room.”
 
I’ve been in her room before. She didn’t snap my neck. She didn’t harm me at all. She did the opposite of harm. Reason snapped back: Quit your dreaming, she’s right: Sera’s too strong. She’s been holding back. She could have twisted me in half, but I wasn’t a threat then.
 
“What’s your plan?” Mick asked her.
“Plan?”
“You and your husband were going to Utopia, right? What was your plan?”
“Our plan died when we found out the price jumped. There’s nothing now. Get away from her, do what I was meant to do. Earn a living.”
“Maybe you can stay, help me out.”
“How?”
“What could you make—in your trade, I mean?”
“No. I won’t give her the money.”
“Look—I’m the one who’s going to be murdering people for their bodies. Maybe she’ll let you go in with her after I leave, if you contribute.”
“She’d never allow it.”
“How do you know?”
“Because once soldiers have picked their target for reproduction, they become extremely territorial. She’s picked you, haven’t you noticed? I’m a threat. She wants me off.”
 
Picked me? Impossible.
 
“Trust me—she doesn’t want to reproduce. Those robots, XJ and GR? They’re her brother and father, at least they have their .HUMs in them. All she’s after is fully mounting them and getting into Utopia. That’s it.”
“She might not want to reproduce. But it’s in the military cellbots—it’s part of their cycle. They target once every ten years. Military keeps its numbers high that way. It’s just, she’s a rogue—not too many get away from their service.”
“You did.”
“Okay, give it a shot. Talk to her. It’s your neck, not mine.”
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Mick walked into the gym. Sera was running. He flagged her down.
“You ready?” she asked. Sweat soaked her hair, arms, legs.
“No—I’m not fighting you. I have to ask something.”
“You want her, don’t you?” Sera asked.
“No. I want my wife. I want to get back home as soon as possible. But seeing as you’re keeping me hostage here, and you’re a damned robot—”
“Cellbot Mick. And I’m really no different from you—I am you, with improvements where nature fell short.”
“I don’t care. The point is, I know you’re going to sell Axa.”
“You’re close. You’re going to sell her. I can’t risk tainting my plant on human trafficking—I risked enough on the size of that Magnadraw and Hoila transfer. I’m lucky Carner and I have a history, or we wouldn’t be flying right now.”
“I have an idea. Something that will get us the money for your tickets faster.”
“What’s that?” she said, moving close to him. He smelled her exercise.
“Do you know what she’s built for?” Mick asked.
“Ah—clever idea. One thing—it won’t work.” She started to run away.
“Why not?”
“Because where we’re going, there’s no market for that.”
 
No market for that—no market for sexual desire? Sterile cellbots and droids. Useless.
 
“She told me you targeted me,” Mick called out.
“What?” she said, stopping midstride. She looked back.
“For reproduction.”
“A nice thought for a different life. I’d take it from you, if I wanted it. But I don’t. There’s only one thing I care about, and it’s a promise I made to my family.”
“I promised my family I’d see them again too. Why do ours count, and hers doesn’t?”
“Why do you care so much about her? It won’t matter where you’re going anyway.”
“You’re right, it won’t, but I spent too long not caring about people. You are people, aren’t you—you cellbots? I thought so, but now I’m not sure.”
“So that’s it? You’ve lost it all, and you’ve changed into a good person?”
“I have.”
“The good murderer.”
 
Fire lit in Mick’s eyes. Weeks before he would have charged her, knocked her down, strangled her. Not now.
 
“You seem very angry, Mick. Don’t be. We both believe that the end justifies the means, otherwise we wouldn’t have come so far together already. We do whatever we have to to take care of our own. It’s self-centered, but that’s the way of nature. Technology cannot outstrip self-interest. Reality by its very existence is self-interested.”
“Do you know how they train FRINGE operatives where I’m from, eight hundred years ago?”
“No—enlighten me.”
“They rip apart your brain and rewire it. You have to be able to fly for a month straight, awake and alert, and after the brain fry, you can. But it comes with a price, you become a shell of a person. Nothing but anger.”
“Oh, is that why you murdered that man? Is that why you’re so angry? Should I feel sorry for you now?”
“I don’t think you feel a god damned thing,” Mick roared.
 
Sera sprinted to him, dug her ankle behind his leg, and threw him to the mat. She lay on top of him, exerting terrible force to keep him down.
 
“Is this what she said I wanted?” Sera said, her arms sliding around his neck, craning it toward him. She kissed him. “She said I targeted you?”
“Let her stay, Sera.” Mick looked up, stopped fighting. She pressed her body into him, denying his limp pacifism.
“You’ll do whatever I say until we have the money. No more crossing me, hitting me in the head when I’m not looking, trying to kill me in my sleep and steal the ship.”
“Could I if I tried?” Mick said, half-smiling. Sera ground her pelvis into him, pleasurable at first, but continued until it became raw pain.
“Whatever I want, you obey me. Once we have the money, you can leave.”
“If I agree, she stays?” Mick said.
“Shut up,” Sera said, kissing him again. Mick grew wet. Their bodies writhed on the floor as a slender, perfect figure watched them from the doorway. Mick struggled, then succumbed.
 
She wants her to see this.
 
The strange lives that exist at the edge of time. The strange desperation that compels us to continue when there is no hope. What happiness awaits me at the end of this—what happiness is there here, is there now?



 
38
 
Sera changed course and steered the Fogstar toward the Glisreel system.
 
“You’ll take as many as you can. Understood?” Sera said at dinner.
“Yes,” Axa replied. She looked to Mick, trying hard to repress a smile. 
“Don’t get too excited. Happy endings rarely happen for one, let alone three people,” Sera said, coldly watching them look at each other.
“What about the expancapacitor rigs?” Mick asked.
“Mick, don’t you know that Glisreel 5 is one of the wealthiest sectors in all of M82?” XJ chimed in. “It’s practically an entire world of expancapacitors.”
“So does that mean less stops?” he asked.
“It means if you don’t fuck this up, it’s our only stop. Then back to Carner’s, then to your T-jump, and then to Utopia.”
“How many do I have to kill?”
“Rates are down—an influx—I don’t know why. We’ll need six, and we’ll need you to pull your weight,” Sera said, her last words directed to Axa.
 
Society and empathy have evolved for thousands of years. Could I have guessed that corruption would continue to evolve alongside them? 
 
“GR and I had a wonderful idea about how to gain additional funds. Would you like to hear about it, Sera?” XJ said over his stew.
 
She eyed her father suspiciously.
 
“Here it is: XJ will be hosting a chess tournament on Glisreel. The winner will earn everyone’s entrance fee,” GR proclaimed gleefully.
“And you think you can win it all?” Mick asked XJ.
“Mick, I’ve been playing chess for eight hundred years. I think I can win a planet-wide tournament.” XJ seemed offended.
“Sounds like everything’s working out,” he said, returning to his food. 
 
Sera smiled, looking at her crew:
 
“Sounds like it and looks like it are far from the same thing.”
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Alien eyes studied Mick through a smoky barroom haze. He glanced back anxiously at his rude observers. 
 
I am out of place here. A god damned magnet. C’mon Axa. What’s taking you so long?
 
One long-jawed man chuckled, watching Mick fidget, and then started to whisper in the ear of another misshapen head. Mick peered down the thin corridor that led to the bathroom stalls. 
 
Where the hell is she? Seven o’clock sharp my ass. Too much heat in here, too hot with wandering eyes. 
 
The bar counter, rimmed with beveled diamond, elicited the wealth of Glisreel. Even for a dive, the place was gorgeous, but it was too thick with smoke—unbearably thick—and Mick had trouble appreciating its finer points. A foul stench accompanied the fog, the body odor and murderous intentions of its patrons.
 
A figure walked over to Mick, pushing smoke into tiny gyres. The voice came from his backside, startling him:
 
“Hey,” said a dry, cracking voice. “My friends and I are wondering—and we don’t mean to be too forward—who the hell are you?” 
 
If the creature was a cellbot, he was deformed: a portion of his long jaw, revealed in gaseous light, protruded with welts and crusted knobs. At one point, the jaw itself disappeared, leaving a hideous mound of exposed gums. His eyes glistened with malcontent. He licked his dry lips, analyzing the expression on Mick’s face, counting the time it took him to reply.
 
The wealthiest system—some come to enjoy their wealth here, and some to squander it. There is something familiar in this. This one sees a dollar sign on me. 
 
Mick looked away, avoiding prolonged exposure to the traumatizing sight. 
 
“Just waiting for a friend.”
“Never seen you in Glisreel City before. Where are you from?”
“It’s a big city,” Mick said, still looking away.
“You have a hard time giving direct answers. You don’t want to go that way with me, understand?” pressed Longjaw. Mick felt warm breath curl against his neck.
“I’m visiting—from off world.”
“Off world you say? That was our guess. You don’t seem like a trickler to me.”
“Sorry, am I bothering you? I can wait outside.”
“No, no. You stay right there. I’ll let you be. Last question—what ship did you come in on? There’s a couple new bounties out tonight. I want to make sure you aren’t one of them.”
 
Mick paused long enough to suggest guilt.
 
C’mon, quick—you’re a good liar—feed him something. 
 
“Ship? A heavy transport.”
“What’s her name, friend?” came the parched voice.
 
Mick turned to look again at the monster. Over Longjaw’s shoulder, through clouds of grey, he saw two voyeurs, two sets of eyes watching vigilantly his every move. 
 
“You know—I’m trying to remember her name. I hop around a bit. Fringe world mining, you know? Go where the ore’s good.”
 
Mick fondled his pistol under his shirt. 
 
Walk away gum face. It’s not a good day to fuck with me. 
 
“There hasn’t been a mine in this system for a hundred years.”
“Not that folks like yourself would know about,” Mick smiled. He forced an artificial laugh. 
“You stay put. You see my friend over there?” Longjaw asked. He pointed to one of the hunched figures visible through the grey. 
 
Military uniforms haven’t changed much. 
 
“Yea.”
“He’s UCA Bounty Division. So we’ll run your plant, and then leave you alone. Hell—I’ll buy you a round. That okay by you?”
 
Don’t act guilty. Keep hand on gun. You’re going to have to leave her. Reason replied: Where the hell are you going to run? Some back alley? You know as much about the layout of this city as you do Utopia. Fight or flight replied: I can dodge them, find the Fogstar, leave the planet.  Reason rebuffed: You’ll have worse than these thugs after you—you’ll have Sera. 
 
“Listen—I didn’t want to say anything, but I’m UCA military myself. So, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get back to my drink.”
“Really, why didn’t you say something? What’s your name?”
 
Real or fake?
 
“Mick Compton.”
“Well Mick—we’ll just punch you in and my apology will be in order.” 
 
Before Mick could reply, Longjaw walked away, smoke swirling to follow him. He looked back to the bathroom corridor: Axa strode into view, walking fast toward him. 
 
“How’d it go? Did you get yours?” she asked calmly, brushing white powder from her shoulder.
“Yea. Two. They’re on the ship already. Listen—I think we’re fucked. Someone is tagging me for a bounty.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Look behind me—mangled jaw—what’s he doing?”
 
Axa stared into the stinging film. The figures seemed to be checking a handheld computer terminal.
 
“I don’t know, looks like they’re on the net—what’s going on?”
“We run on my word—straight to the Fogstar—you got me?”
“What about Sera?”
“You want to die today?”
“Your word.”
 
The bounty officer handed Longjaw his terminal computer. Longjaw studied it, then returned to Mick.
 
Maybe they’re off the scent. Bad files. Name somehow registering from a thousand years ago without dates attached. 
 
“And who’s this fine-figured lady?” Longjaw asked, terminal dangling at his side. 
 
“Your girlfriend for a fine-figured piece of plastic,” she replied, working hard not to grimace at the grotesque opening along his mouth. 
 
Distract him. Take him out of here. Let me get the hell away.
 
“For you, I’d just about pay anything. But don’t consort with this one—he might be tainted.” 
 
Mick’s face turned red.
 
“What?” he said, taking a step toward the door. Longjaw drew a pistol and aimed it at Mick’s head. 
 
“Mick Compton? Sure is military—problem is friend, he died in the 3100s. Nice try. You’re coming over for a plant check.”
 
Mick pointed his hidden pistol at Longjaw. He looked at Axa, signaling her that he was going to fire and run—his finger climbed the trigger underneath his shirt.
 
“Are you sure this can’t wait? I don’t know if I’m going to be able to cancel my next appointment,” Axa said. 
“Bitch, you can wait. And if you don’t, I’ll buy you out. You wouldn’t want that, would you?” he smirked.
 
Buy her out? His alone—his red-jawed, lascivious sickness. Keep it going Axa.
 
“I’d like for you to buy me out.”
“What?” said the man, confused. “What’s this about? He mean something to you?”
“Him?” she acted.
“Sit down whore. Don’t go anywhere.”
 
All eyes watched them now. Mick couldn’t wait any longer. As Longjaw turned slightly away, distracted by Axa, he pulled his gun out:
 
“Drop it,” Mick said. Longjaw laughed.
“Do you think that’ll work?” he grinned. 
“It might, and that’s enough for me. Now drop it, or lose the rest of your jaw.”
“See behind me? No—really—it’s not a trick. Take a look.” Mick flicked his eyes. Longjaw raised his own gun and pointed it squarely back at Mick. “They’re both squaring pistols at you too. Did you see it? How do you like three-to-one odds?”
“I see it.”
“So why not calm down? We’ll check your plant, then you’re free. Nothing to hide here, no reason to get hurt.”
“There is nothing to hide. You see, I am Mick Compton. I am from the 3100s.”
 
Longjaw bellowed. “Okay. You can’t say I didn’t try to reason with you.”
 
Blasts sounded. A pistol fired twice. Mick dropped to the floor. Blood pooled. Axa fell and groped along the ground, struggling to see what was happening above the smoke line. Another shot fired. A scream, long and shrill, tore through the bar. A hand came down through the smoke and tugged Axa up, then attempted to rouse Mick.
 
“Let’s go!” Sera said. “Didn’t I tell you not to hang here and wait for her? Back to the ship! Do you think I make suggestions lightly?”
 
Mick stepped over bleeding bodies strewn between the tables, one of whom, groaning, he recognized as Longjaw. His two friends, the UCA officer and a plainclothes man, lay slumped on top of each other, dead.
 
“You saved us,” Axa said. They exited into the sweltering heat of a Glisreel afternoon. She ignored the praise and pulled them through a winding city alley in the direction of their spaceport. 
“But you’ve killed us anyway. I’ve been at this for how many years and never tainted my plant? We’re as good as dead now.”
“You’ve killed before, why would it be tainted now?” Mick asked.
“I just shot three people in the head in the span of ten seconds. One military. In Glisreel City. That’s it. We’re fucked. Too much too fast. My circulatory mods won’t prevent a taint this time.”
 
Circulatory mods? So a plant isn’t a plant—it’s dependent upon modifications. Could she have been killing these damned expancapacitors herself?—is she using me as a safety measure? A pawn? Reason broke: You’re each other’s pawns. 
 
They arrived at the spaceport and Sera barked orders at them.
 
Not the time to ask questions.
  
 The ship lifted into red-gold sky. Sera seated herself at the cockpit and drew the pilot stick back. The ship rocked back and shot up, driving the crew down into their seats. 
 
“Shit,” Sera said plainly.
“What is it?” Axa asked.
 
Mick didn’t need an explanation—he’d seen the blip the moment it had lit up.
 
“We’ve got a tail.”
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Crowds pushed through the gold-rimmed sidewalks of Glisreel’s Main Street. Rainbow advertisements flashed upon crystal skyscrapers; their hexagonal walls bore the signs of extravagant wealth by their diamond moulding. Venders along the street vied for the money of passersby. 
 
“What’s this here?” said a man hidden by a cloak. He looked down upon a table with a holographic presentation of chess images, behind which sat two ancient droids.
 
“XJ, our first entrant,” GR whispered, nudging his friend to life. 
“Hello sir. This is the Glisreel Chess Tournament of Champions. The prize pool will be ten thousand UCD,” said XJ. 
“Chess? Timeless game. How many do you expect to have?” the man eyed the strange couple with suspicion.
“One hundred, at least,” XJ replied.
“Wow—it seems you have my interest then. You see, I’m in need of a holiday. This might be my ticket.” The man pushed back his hood, revealing a lined face, scarred; his once black hair had faded to grey in most places. His thin eyes squinted a malevolence that the droids could not recognize. 
“XJ—look!” GR squealed. A rocketing ship blasted overhead, heading into orbit. 
“Is that…” XJ said. GR nodded.
“Can’t be, she wouldn’t leave us here.”
“Who left you?” the man replied, curious, watching the ship they followed. Another ship followed, chasing it into orbit.
“Our friend Sera, our ship—” GR began, but XJ silenced him:
“Hush GR. It’s a personal matter, no concern of his. We’ll deal with it. Please come back to sign up later. The tournament will be grand, I promise you.” 
 
XJ shooed the man the away and gathered up his projector and items from the table he’d rented. GR followed him down an alley toward the docking station several blocks away where the Fogstar had been stationed. The cloaked stranger watched them go, looked back to the sky, then followed after them.
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A phone rang invisibly in the house. Karen paused over the stove, looked to Christopher and Mickey who sat impatiently for their breakfast. 
 
“Hello?” said Karen into thin air. The house replied:
“Karen, this is Sergeant Reynolds. Can you come up to the office today?”
“Private,” she said. The kids were cut off as the sergeant’s voice fed directly into Karen’s ear. “Eric? Is everything alright?”
“Yea, we have to go over something. It’s about what happened at Fedeli’s the other month. A loose end I have to tie up with you about the report we filed.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yea, it’s paperwork. You’ll just have to sign off on some papers.”
“Okay, I’ll come after the kids head into school—is that okay?”
“Whenever you can get in is fine.”
“Okay, I’ll see you soon.”
 
The call ended. Christopher looked concernedly at his mom.
 
“Is everything alright? Was that about daddy?”
“No honey, just bills. Are you guys hungry?”
“Yea!” little Mickey cheered happily. She loaded up their plates, and then loaded them onto the school transport. She slipped into her car and drove anxiously to the police headquarters building. The incident had been finished two months ago—covered up. What does he want now?
 
Eric Reynolds sat behind his shiny oak desk, his curtains drawn, his door blocking the view of the hallway.
 
“Come in, sit down.”
“Hey Eric,” she said. 
“Do you want a drink?” he asked. He poured himself a shot of scotch.
“No. It’s eleven o’clock.”
“I know. The stress of this job is going to kill me.”
“Is everything alright? How is Vanessa?”
“She’s what she is, you know?” he replied. He finished his glass and poured another, sitting back down and sighing. 
 
Awkward silence filled the air. Karen fidgeted in her chair. Eric was a handsome man, and young—the youngest to have ever achieved the rank of sergeant at Metropolitan Station. He’d met Mick many years ago through his father, who’d trained Mick when he’d first entered FRINGE. They’d become quick friends over fast cars and drinks.
 
“I’ve been thinking Karen,” he said slowly. “You know I love him, Mick. But this shit has been going on for too long. The cover-ups, lying to the media.”
 
Her face turned white. She realized it wasn’t just papers, that there were no papers. He was throwing it right at her—everything she had been too afraid to confront for years.
 
“It’s his training—”
“I know all about the rewiring he went through. My father oversees it. It’s a bullshit excuse for his behavior.”
“You know the statistics. Seventy percent of FRINGE operatives experience changes in temperament for the worse—anger, rage, violence. It’s not who he is—”
“That’s bullshit. My father went through it. He never did this kind of stuff. He never punched a waiter in his face over—”
“It wasn’t the waiter. It was more than that.”
“Can you tell me what’s going on then? Because it’s getting hard covering for him.”
“I knew him before you did. He was different. Completely different. Now, I never see him—and he never sees us. Three months at a time, then years off planet. That’s how it’s going to be.”
“So that’s it?”
 
Two tears mirrored each other on either side of Karen’s face.
 
“Why did you ask me to come here? Where are the papers?”
 
Eric stood up from his desk, finished his second glass, and walked over. He sat down in a chair beside her. 
 
“You know I have the same shit going on at home?”
“I thought things were fine with you two. You’ve never said a word.” 
“It always does look like that doesn’t it? Hell, if I didn’t work here, do you think I’d think any differently about you and him? If I didn’t have to clean up his shit first hand?”
 
She didn’t reply, and instead looked away at the wall, viewing a photograph of a rocket. Below the rocket stood a man, Eric’s father, smiling, FRINGE logo across his chest. She felt warmth on her knee—a hand. Her first instinct told her to let it remain, allow it to grow, but she jerked away. She faced Eric and peered into his empty, longing eyes.
 
“I’m burnt out Karen. Vanessa and I are finished. She’s not who she used to be either.”
“I’m sorry, I had no idea. I don’t know how I can help you though—me and her, we never got along very well.”
“Because she’s a bitch you mean?” he laughed, placing his hands back in his own lap.
 
Karen looked away again, unable to contend with the intensity of his desire. 
 
“Look—there are no papers to sign. I just wanted to talk. I have no one else to talk to about all this. And no one would relate to it anyway. Guys here would laugh me out of the job.”
“Then maybe you should get a therapist,” she replied coldly.
“Yea, maybe I should. Let me ask you this: why should we be stuck with bad hands? You waiting three years at a time for someone who supposedly loves you, me stuck with—” Karen cut him off:
“Mick does love me.”
“You’re right, I’m sorry,” he said, standing up again. “This was a bad idea.”
“What exactly was your idea?” she looked at him cuttingly.
“Just to talk. I need someone to talk to. I’ve always felt a connection to you when we’ve talked.”
“I don’t know Eric. I really don’t. You said it yourself—neither one of us is on stable ground. His last departure was—it was rough this time.”
“I know.” There was a long silence. Finally Karen stood up, eyeing the door as if it were a pressure release valve.
 
“I have to go.”
“Meet me for dinner?” Eric said. Karen froze. He’d been too direct, too transparent.
“I—Eric…” she stumbled for words; a tornado of emotions, eroticisms, guilts, shames, fears, and excitements ripped through her body.
“I’m asking you out to talk. That’s all. You don’t have to say anything. Just go. Think about what you really want.”
 
She looked back at him, her husband’s best friend, and saw the emptiness again; she knew it: it mirrored the coldness in her own body, the longing, the distance between the life she had once expected and known, and the one she had come to inhabit. She turned, opened the door, and walked out.
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“This is the UCA Bounty Division. We are ordering you to return to planet immediately by authority of UCA law,” a crackling voice hissed into the Fogstar cabin.
 
Sera gripped the pilot rod and tugged it hard, sending the ship faster away from the planet. 
 
“Did they tell you in school that you weren’t such a good listener?” Mick said, astonished at her calm.
“Sit down and strap in. Both of you,” she commanded. Mick and Axa obeyed. The com broke in again:
“You are ordered to stand down—you are wanted on four counts of murder, one for military personnel. We have permission to shoot you out of the sky. I repeat, we have permission to shoot you down. Please slow and redirect your course for a Glisreel port.”
“Maybe I would have been better off staying on your old ship,” Axa grumbled. 
“Shut up and relax,” Sera said, turning with a smile. “You may not have much time left, so you might as well enjoy it.”
“She’s crazy,” Axa said to Mick, who stared at the trailing blip on the radar screen.
“She’s also good—damn good—so let her work,” Mick said, banking she’d do what he’d seen her do before: beat impossible odds, namely by sending a cruiser against two light-class vessels.
“Mick, you ever heard of a stall-reversal gambit?” Sera asked. 
“That’ll be a new one,” he said.
“More ships’ll be trailing us soon if we don’t blast this one out of the sky. Here’s what I’m going to need you to do. Go to the engine room, kill the thrusters.”
“Something tells me you don’t mean put the brakes on,” Mick replied.
“No, I mean we are going to near break them apart. It’s our only shot.”
“Fogstar, stand down immediately. We are ready to open fire.”
“They won’t shoot,” she said. “These types are as lawless as law can be, and that’s saying something. They know we have plastic and expancapacitor bodies on board. That’s their paydirt. Idle threats. They won’t destroy the treasure they’re after.”
“Are you sure?” said Axa nervously. Sera ignored her.
“Okay, Mick, go shut down the main thrusters, rotate them, and then fire them up again. Do all that in a span of ten seconds. You got it?”
“No—not at all, you want to give me a little more?”
“You know where the thruster shut-down switch is, in the engine room?”
“Yea.”
“Okay. You shut them down. So we’re gliding. Then, rotate the thrusters.”
“Rotate them?”
“Spin them the fuck around. So they’re pointing backwards.”
“The main thrusters backwards?”
“Yea, and then turn them on. Then watch your head. I’m going full burn.”
“We’ll fall out of the sky,” Axa said.
“Damn right, and while we’re spinning, I’m going to blow this bounty hunter apart. Or would you rather go to the UCA Penitentiary?”
“Ok, got it,” Mick said.
 
He unstrapped himself and ran to the engine room. He found a grid of switches and knobs, and finally, the main thruster switch. Under a panel was a wide knob that rotated different parts of the wing and thrusters. He found one knob under a separate panel that rotated the entire main thruster. 
 
“Ready?” Mick asked over intership com. 
“Yea, now.”
 
He punched the button and the roar of the engines stopped. He cranked the knob hard. In the cold silence of space, the main thrusters wheeled around one hundred and eighty degrees, pointing in the opposite direction of the ship’s momentum. 
 
“Cover your head!” Sera called. 
 
Mick brought his hands up but couldn’t shield himself in time. He flew against the jagged edge of a metal bracket and slammed to the floor, then rolled hard into a wall, then back against the opposite wall. The last thing he heard before falling unconscious was Axa’s violent screams.
 
The Fogstar spun violently, stalled, then dropped underneath the pursuing light-class. The golden disc of Glisreel whipped in and out of view every few seconds. The dot of the bounty ship appeared and disappeared with the planet every two seconds as the Fogstar violently rotated. Sera pulled hard on the firing rod and hit the release button, launching twin rockets.
 
A cloud of smoke and light flashed repetitively on the viewscreen. 
 
“You got them!” Axa yelled, half-sick. 
“We’re fucked in ways that I can’t cure, so don’t get too excited. We’ve got a taint. They won’t stop coming now. I’m afraid we’re officially on the run.”
“We’ve got to get away from Glisreel. I knew it was a bad idea coming here. Where can we go?”
 
Sera looked around her cockpit, two familiar faces missing: “Back.”
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“Are you sure you want out? Are you certain?” said Carner, braced by his cane.
A red desert wind blew waves of sand at his weathered face. He held up his forearm to shield himself. Sera winked. Tears from the wind, or sadness, dried on her cheek. Carner sensed from where her sadness had come, but he had already decided he would help her, and cause it to endure. 
“I’ve been sure for a year now. I should be asking you—are you
sure they’re still alive?”
“I’ve made all the arrangements, my niece. It’s for you that my generous coffers that have kept them from shipping into Grave Orbit. It pains me to see you go this way. Your dad wouldn’t have wanted it.”
She squinted at him.
“You’re going to give me that? Dad never talked to you because of the horror you put on our name, and you’re going to throw that on me?”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I never could pretend to be an upstanding man, not in this universe we live in. The age of principled living, sweetness and light, has long forsaken humanity.” The old man laughed, reflecting upon his wasted youth.
 
She took a set of ship keys from her uncle.
 
“Go to the hospital. FOD will be there. He will take the bodies. He’ll get you out of military reach. He’ll get you the circ mods.”
“I’ll pay you back for all of this.”
“Sure you will, kid. Sure you will.”
“Did you get good droids?”
“No—they’re shit. You’re going to have to live with that. They won’t be your father and brother, not anymore.”
“When I get an expancapacitor rig they will.”
“Don’t count on that. You’d do better getting to Utopia,” he laughed.
“You think?”
“It was a joke. That place is a scam. The universe runs on bullshit—didn’t your father teach you that?”
“Tell me straight—will it work?”
“If you get a rig, sure it will. But you’d better pay me back first, or FOD will have my head and yours shortly after. Pay me before you go hunting for rigs, understand?”
“That’s all I need to know. How much time do I have before UCM knows I’m AWOL?”
“Two, maybe three days tops. But FOD will take care of that. Are you sure I can’t convince you to change your mind? Hell, what’s the difference—go to Utopia—maybe it’s not bullshit. It’ll be a hell of a lot safer than getting involved with FOD. God knows how you’ll get an expancapacitor rig—killing a trickler is an autotaint, even with the best circ mod.”
 
Sera paused in the roar of a sandstorm wind. It died down, but she didn’t speak—she looked starward, deep in thought. 
 
“You’re going lawless, and I can support you in that, but don’t let me hear you’re getting a reputation, got me?”
“Principled living is gone? Wouldn’t know it by what you’re asking. You seem to care about what happens to me.”
“My brother and me aside, I always loved you. I know what happens to people when they go rogue. I don’t want to see you—don’t want to hear about you drowning in what’s out there on the other side of the law. There’re things out there worse than death, you know.”
“I didn’t tell you what happened that night.”
“And there’s no need to,” Carner said. He hobbled close, and for the first time she could remember, Sera felt his touch.
“It was my fault.”
“Ain’t fault in this universe to be placed anywhere but the creator’s stirring hand!” snapped Carner.
“It was. I drowned Teddy. My father drowned getting to us.”
“You were on a fringe world. You drown on a regular world, your plant goes off. An ambo-ship will scoop you up, have you revived an hour after you die. On a fringe planet—hell—you’re lucky an ambo came that same day. It’s not your fault. It’s a lottery, that’s all; that’s all anything is.”
“I could have said no, I could have told him I wanted to stay in bed.”
“Well you choose that guilt then. You can take it with you right off this planet too, ‘cause I don’t want it here,” he released his arm, returned to his cold, distant self.
“I’m going. Thanks.”
“You’ll be just fine. When you start needing work, come and see me. Maybe I’ll get along with Theodore just fine, being that he’ll be mounted on an XJ71. Maybe he and I’ll have fine amends together that way. Life works like that.”
“XJ71?”
“FOD isn’t cheap. That’s the best I can do for you.”
 
Liar. He has the money. There are other reasons he’d keep my father a half-version of himself.
 
Sera looked at the light-class ship her uncle had secured for her. Its metal gleamed under red starlight, its bow windows repelling the rushing sand.
 
“What’s he like—FOD?”
“I’ve never met the man. He’s a ghost. A real villain. But I’ll tell you this—he never fails a job he’s been paid to do. And there aren’t many jobs he can’t do. Get off this dustbin. I’ve got smugglers coming through. Don’t stay long away from Bessel though. This system’ll make a good home for you. Don’t forget that.”
“Got it.”
 
Sera walked against the wind to her new ship.
 
“And remember,” Carner called out, receding into a fog of sand, “promises are not worth shit, ‘cept to act as points of weakness.”
 
He knows I promised them. He understands why.
 
She raised her hand in farewell without turning back and entered the Cozon. The ship launched into space, leaving the only sanctuary in the free universe left to her.
 
Into the galaxy; a rogue, a thief, a futureless vagabond, tied inextricably to the scum of the universe, all for a promise made out of guilt and love.
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A man in a navy blue uniform, countless emblems of honor emblazoned across his chest, looked down at Mick. He lay upon a gurney, ready to be slid into a room-large white tube. The officer looked placidly at his apprentice:
 
“Mick, I know you’ve signed the papers, but I’ve got to ask you this out of necessity, for my own conscience. Hell, I’ve asked every cadet to come through FRINGE, so here it is: Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
Mick laughed. He’d been training for the rewire for six months. 
 
How is he going to ask me this now? It’s got to be a joke.
 
Mick surveyed the old man, looking for a smile, or some sign of the comedy. There was no trace of one.
 
“God damn Commander. What the hell are you doing? Why freak me out now that I’ve come this far? I’m nervous enough.”
“This is going to change things. It’s going to change you,” the mild tone of Commander Reynolds replied.
“I’ve read the papers, been through the class. I know the statistics.”
“The statistics are bullshit. Seventy percent you read? That’s propaganda. It’s everyone. Everyone who goes through this.”
 
Thanks for the vote of confidence asshole.
 
“You seem okay to me, Commander,” Mick smiled.
“Sure, it wears off over time—by time I mean decades. Enough years for you to have a productive career as a FRINGE operative. By the time you get to my age, you’ll feel it in pieces, in flares, once in a while. But for until then, there’ll be hell at home, I can assure you of that.”
 
A vision of Karen flashed before Mick’s eyes. Their baby boy stared brightly with his father’s eyes. Her bulging stomach, their second unborn child. Their shared dream of happiness.
 
“Karen and I talked it over. We’re ready to work through it. She supports me.”
“It doesn’t matter one bit if she supports you, or if you think you know what you’re getting into because you took a class on it. The rewire spits you out a different person—a machine useful to FRINGE, but of no use planetside, in the home,  in a family.”
“So what? You’re serious? You want me to bail now, as it’s about to start?”
“Yea. Because I don’t think you want to split up your family. I think you’ve got a good thing.”
“What do you expect me to do?” Mick said, anger encroaching on him, the shadow of his eventual rage. “Just leave? The last four years of my life wasted, and go drive a crane?”
“We can put you in the UCA police. My son’s heading that way.”
“I know he is. And he told me how awfully boring his life will be.”
“We can get you a desk job—you have the brain for one. FRINGE planetside detail. Even orbital sergeant isn’t out of the realm of possibility.”
“Hah,” Mick chuckled. “Can you see me behind a desk Commander?”
The commander looked for a long time at his cadet. “You know, I guess not. You’re going to do the UCA a lot of good.”
“Thanks,” Mick said, and he closed his eyes.
“Procedure one, engage. Twenty-five minute circulatory system reduction to near-freeze point,” the commander said over his com to a doctor observing the rewire chamber from a window above.
“Confirmed for procedure one. Engaging now. Please exit the chamber, Commander.”
 
Commander Reynolds saluted Mick and left the room.
 
The beauty of life engulfed Mick. He felt free and grateful. He thought of his puppy, Selby.
 
What a good boy he is. He always brings me back to center. 
 
A vision of a night on the sofa with Karen played live in his brain:
 
My goddess—how ever could my love for you change? What power of technology could alter our love? I do not believe there is such a power.
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“They’re gone! XJ look!” GR whined.
“I can see that GR, there’s no need to cause a scene,” XJ said cautiously. He checked the hangar again for the Fogstar, but he knew exactly where they had docked. They had watched the ship fly away—leave without them. “She’ll be back—she wouldn’t abandon us.”
“Forlorn! The very word is a like a bell to toll me back from thee to my sole-self!” GR ranted, spinning like atop along his waist groove.
“Again with this poetry nonsense?” XJ disapproved. “You’re making a mountain out of a molehill, GR. She’s coming back. Enough. No more out of you.”
 
XJ looked behind them, suspicious of a single soul loitering by the edge of the hangar entrance. 
 
“Him—what does he want?” XJ asked.
“He wants to join the tournament.”
 
As if he could hear them from one hundred yards away, the black-cloaked man backed into the corridor, hiding himself from their view. 
 
“What now then?” GR asked. “Back to the booth?”
“I suppose that’s our only option. She’ll be the more pleased with us if we get the money before she gets back.”
“Are you positive you can win?” GR asked as they left the former parking spot of the Fogstar.
“GR—how many times will you ask me that? It doesn’t deserve an answer.”
 
The droids bickered, heading toward the exit. They entered a shaded aisle when a man sprang upon them. Blasts rang out before either droid could make a sound. In the fading energy of his blasted circuitry, XJ mustered the energy to speak one question to their hooded assailant:
 
“Who—are—you?” he sputtered, the amber light in his eyes flickering.
“I am the force of darkness,” the man said. Both of the droids’ eyes dimmed and turned off. They were lifeless on the ground. The attacker picked up one leg from each droid and dragged them away. Though neither droid was alive to hear the man, he spoke further to them:
 
“And all the things man calls good will perish before my day is ended. For all that humanity has produced, and called good, hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain. And we are here as on a darkling plain swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, where ignorant armies clash by night.”
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Through acrid smoke, as if rising from a grave, one of Sera’s victims reanimated.
 
“Where’d he go? Where’s that tainted motherfucker?” he said, twitching. The innards of his neck, exposed and cauterized from a gun blast, leaked brackish fluid. He reached into his pocket and grabbed a syringe, jabbed it into his thigh, then grunted. 
“They ran off. Three of them,” said a shaky bartender. “I already called it in to the UCA, Graice. You can’t go chasing after them, you need medical attention.”
 
Longjaw wiped a glob of blood from his shoulder and threw it to the floor. He looked down at his two dead companions. 
 
“He’ll pay with his life. They all will.”
“You’d better not kill them. You want a reward don’t you?” came a voice from the corner of the room. A face poked through the haze. 
“Who the hell are you?” asked Longjaw.
“A nightmare to those I hunt.”
“What’s my bounty mean to you?”
“Half of the reward is mine.”
“Like hell it is.”
 
From the choking cloud stepped a greasy face speckled with black grit and wire. The left side of his face was gone, sunken behind a globe of rubbery flesh. His right eye shined predatory hunger. 
 
“I know how to get them,” the half-headed man said, licking crusted lips.
“Bullshit.” 
“I followed them since they landed. They left their droids. They’ll be back.”
“How do you know they won’t abandon them?”
“Because I’m tracking the bitch’s taint right now. They’re heading back to port, twelve blocks down, at Griswall Station.”
“Half—and if you’re lying—”
“Thought you’d come around. I’d do it on my own, but I can’t collect the bounty. No license.”
“Shut the fuck up and start moving.” Longjaw grabbed another syringe and repeated his injection.
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“You ready?” Sera asked.
“Sure, why not?” Mick replied.
“You sure you want me to hang back?” asked Axa. 
Sera looked at her body, wrapped like candy in a bodysuit. “You draw too much attention. Watch the cargo.” 
 
The Fogstar’s bay door opened. They stepped down into the hissing blue light of Griswall Station.
 
“Follow me,” she said. They ran between a row of docked light-classes toward the nearest skyscraper alley. 
“What street was their stand on?”
“XJ said he’d be hopping all over. We’re going to need a lot of luck.”
“This might not be worth it—you said you might be tainted. What if they’re tracking you?”
She stopped and turned to him. “It’s not a question—I am tainted—they are tracking me. And there’s not a damn thing either one of us can do about it.”
“So why run the risk?”
 
It’s her lot or mine now. Every second we stay here fucks my chance to get home even more.
 
“Right—why run the risk? I’ll leave Teddy and dad behind—the collective purpose of my life—why risk your family for mine?” she said, staring hard. “You’re one hell of a selfish—” A siren interrupted,  sounding from Griswall Station behind them. Gun blasts erupted, the sound of a struggle, a female voice shouting, engines igniting.
 
“The ship!” Mick said. Sera had already sprinted past him to reach the hangar floor. She paused where the alley met the landing zones. Curled in blue light, and through a thick squall of electric smoke, the Fogstar rose toward the exit hatch above, then disappeared into sky.
 
“Fuck!” she said. She sat down, defeated. 
“All the droids,” Mick said, sitting beside her. 
“The taint doesn’t matter after all, does it? It’s not me they’re after—it’s what I’m worth—which is everything on that ship.”
 
How many times can I beat the odds? From the cold alone of space—lifeless, engineless, trapped—to another spacetime full of the same bad hands. No ship. No prospects. A sadistic voice replied: There is something different this time—there’s a target on your back now.
 
“I’ve got to get the hell off this rock. Richest planet, and for all the wealth, the most lawless—it used to be the poorest places that were the most cor—”
“Shit!” Sera screamed, digging her fingers into her temples, at once fully grasping the loss.
“Let’s keep moving. Nothing we can do but find another ship and break planetside.”
“We have to find XJ and GR.”
“You’re still worth something aren’t you?—if you have a taint and the UCA wants you, we can’t waste time wandering the streets.”
“UCA’ll come. But I’m not going anywhere without the droids.”
“The ones that mattered were on that ship—they’re as good as sold.” 
 
Sera stood and punched Mick deep in his gut. He balled up, squealing. 
 
“You lay down and wait to die. As far as I’m concerned, we part ways here.”
 
She kicked him in his ribs, then his jaw. He rolled, drooling a long strand of globular blood that carried a shattered tooth. 
 
“Fuck you,” he muttered as she walked away.
 
She turned back, cocked her leg, ready to strike down again; before she could stomp, a pathetic gleam in his eyes paused her—his sad face beat into her soul, a vision of the past. Mick lay coughing, trying to slide off his back so he wouldn’t drown in the blood flowing from his mouth. She touched gently on his side with her heel and rolled him so he could breathe. 
 
“This is where things fall apart. Get as far away from here—from me—as you can,” she said, then ran away.
 
Alone on the wealthiest world in the Messier 82 galaxy. Would the healers here be open to trades? I know where a tainted felon wanders. 
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“Have you seen an XJ model droid?” asked Sera.
 
The alien merchant laughed at her as the sun fell behind them between two spires of crystal. 
 
“Oh no, you’re serious?”
“I am.”
“No idea lady, but listen, you come back tomorrow. There’ll be a great sale. But the sun’s setting, and I’m going in for the night. And you’d better get off the streets looking like that.”
 
She looked down at her chest—red splatter adorned her jacket: Mick’s blood. 
 
“Someone might get to thinking you’re up to no good,” the alien said, carrying his rolled awning off. He stopped and looked back at her: “In fact, that man there might think such a thing.”
 
Sera turned to see she had a pursuer—from a block away, a man in a cloak walked swiftly toward her. She jolted out of sight into a narrow drainway between two skyscraping spires. 
 
“What rough beast…” drifted a voice into the sun-blocked drainway. Sera gripped her pistol and crouched flat against the wall.
 
“It’s hour come round at last.” 
“You won’t take me easy. Leave me be, and you might live to see another bounty.”
“You think I’ve come to cash you in?” said the cloaked man, stepping into the drainway. “You think the pleasure of material is what I seek?” A chuckle bounced between the narrow pass.
“I don’t know what the hell you want, and I don’t give a shit. I’ll blast your head off if you take another step.”
“Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that. But I do not seek to drive out darkness—I intend to make it all the more complete—for humanity has sounded its identity clearly to the universe: it is a note of cancer, ” said the man, stopping. 
“Who are you?” Sera said, recognizing his voice.
“You see me plain before you.”
 
The figure bent into a narrow ray of light, revealing his face. A blank pair of brown eyes stared from a pale, shadowed face. He smiled.
 
“I am the Force of Darkness.”
“FOD.”
“Where is the plantless man?”
“What?”
“Your uncle told me about such a man who travels with you now—on whom he could not detect a plant.”
“In a gutter, dead. What’s he mean to you?”
“He might mean the end of all things, if I can press my purpose upon him. Lead the way Sera.”
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Karen? 
 
I see you so clearly, the outline of your cheek. Stay here. Please.
 
I need your eyes. Soft, blue, mine forever—we agreed on that.
 
I smell you—do you know that I can? You must, fragrant musk of rose, you wore it for me.  
 
Your warmth. Silk body. Legs forever. Your red lips. Hold me… 
 
Karen? 
 
Why can’t I hear you. I see you. You must see me. The lines of your mouth. Your breast, my pillow. 
 
I can’t remember your voice.
 
A line of blood ran into a silver grate from Mick’s body. Two forms approached him from behind. One nudged him, then again harder.
 
“Mick,” Sera said.
 
He didn’t move.
 
“Roll him over,” said FOD. Sera kneeled down and turned Mick onto his back. 
“You’re back? I knew you’d come back,” Mick smiled through blood-soaked teeth.
“Do you know why?”
“You want me—you still want me, don’t you? You never wanted me to go home.” 
 
He strained to reach up, grab her, pull her close. She recoiled.
 
“No. Because he’s going to help me get my ship back. And he needs you.”
 
Mick looked for the first time at the thin figure next to Sera—FOD peered down, his shadowed visage mirroring Mick’s broken smile. 
 
“Get up friend,” FOD said, extending his hand. 
“Who are you?” asked Mick, taking it and standing up.
“I’m the one who will get you home.”
“Good. She’s been promising me that forever, and as you see, I’m still here, worse for the wear,” Mick laughed deliriously, looking at Sera as he wiped red drool from his chin and rubbed it into his pants.
“I will need a favor from you.”
“Seems that’s what everyone needs from me.”
“You don’t have a plant. There’s something you will have to do for me.”
“Kill more god damn robots? How about starting with her?” Mick said.
“You want to stay in the gutter?” Sera said, pressing past FOD.
“I’d like to see you put me there.” 
“Relax. This situation is bad for both of you. You’ve both love that is missing, I know. That is your anger. The uncertainty of whether you will ever see them again.”
 
Sera stepped back.
 
Fight her again, and never make it home—maybe they’d mail my corpse back through the T-jump? Killed by a lover, or an angry cellbot?
 
“I have a ship. We’ll follow after the thieves, retrieve your droids,” said FOD, eyeing Sera, “then I’ll drop you off at Utopia. You’ll stay with me,” FOD said, looking to Mick. 
“You?” Mick said. “Hell, what’s the difference—one nut or the other.”
“You’ll run an errand on my behalf, and then I’ll personally see you sent to whatever spacetime coordinate you desire. That’s what you want, right?” FOD said.
“That’s what I want, now can we break planetside before we’re swarmed by law?”
“Follow me.”
 
Mick walked behind Sera in the direction of a nearby hangar.
 
“What about XJ and GR, we’re leaving them here after all? And Axa, god knows what they’re doing to her,” Mick said. 
“The old droids are on my ship already,” FOD said, then looked at Sera coldly. “You didn’t mention another.” 
“She’s a whore thief—she should be dead. He’s a sentimental fool and kept her alive.”
“We’ll deal with her once we reclaim your ship.” 
 
FOD led them to his ship. They entered the hangar and boarded a gunmetal light-class vessel with an L-shaped hull. 
 
“What did you do to them?” Sera said, seeing XJ and GR lifeless, strewn on the floor of the bay.
“They’re fine. Keep moving.”
 
Why does she trust this guy? Nearly breaks my skull when I suggest leaving them, but this guy decommissions them and she yawns? There’s a past here, and she’s playing it close to the chest.
 
They entered the cockpit and sat down. The ship rotated and blasted off the planet. Mick gazed through a port window, watching the spires of Glisreel fade, their glory diminishing beneath blackening clouds.
 
“How are you going to track the Fogstar?”
“Glisreel is not a city of wealth—it is a city of death—distinct with many a tower and wall, impregnable of beaming ice. Yet not a city, but a flood of ruin is there, that from the boundaries of the sky rolls its perpetual stream,” said FOD, his eyes fixed to the beaming stars shining through the cockpit viewscreen. “Their ship escapes not without a trace of that virulent stream—we will follow it.”
 
A wackjob. Serves me right, ignoring my gut. I shouldn’t have left Melbot’s station. What a mistake. I shouldn’t have gone on the damn smuggling run. A waste. Shouldn’t have entered FRINGE. A desk job—that’s what he’d offered. 
 
What else Mick, you’re on a roll? 
 
Shouldn’t have let it boil into murder. 
 
Shouldn’t haves—no—should haves: should have thought of the kids. Karen. Selby. What’s the priority now? Self-preservation. God, get me back home.  
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“There,” said FOD, reclining in his cockpit chair.
 
A blip flickered on the cabin radar.
 
“How the hell did you find it that fast?” Mick asked. 
 
FOD turned to Mick, his face revealed in the green light of the cabin. His taut skin was worn with lines, his eyes luminous glass. 
 
This guy—another god damned robot.
 
“I am a robot,” FOD said.
 
Jesus Christ. Did he just read my damn—
 
“Yes. And the science behind it isn’t very hard to grasp. You see, I inhabit a new expancapicator model. And one of its built-in functions is the scanning of nearby brain waves.”
“Brainwaves translate my thoughts?” Mick asked, astounded.
“Of course they do. A lot of wealthier, or,” FOD eyed Sera, “outlaw types like her, use circ mods to overcome the tech. You, Mr. Compton, do not seem to have any such defense. And so I believe Sera’s premise the more—that you really are from the distant past.”
“And you?” Mick said, watching Sera smile.
“No—I can’t read a damn thought in anyone’s head. If I could, I might have avoided bruising your face so many times.”
“Sit tight. I’m going to pull the ship in.”
“You’ve got a tractor beam? What kind of light-class ship is this?”
“A very expensive one.”
 
FOD gripped his pilot stick, directing his focus back on the viewscreen. The ship jerked and Mick flattened into his chair. The tiny glow of twin engines appeared: The rear of the Fogstar. A flash of blue light emitted from the front of FOD’s ship. The blip on the radar slowed.
 
“Got ‘em,” he said. 
 
Watch your thoughts. You don’t want him knowing too much. Logic intervened: If he can read your thoughts, he might have already downloaded your entire memory.
 
“I’m not interested in your memories,” FOD said quietly. Sera looked to Mick for explanation, but he ignored her. 
 
What the hell is he interested in? A favor, just like everyone else in M82 wants. No one can seem to deliver on their promises here—no one can get me home. 
 
“I will.”
 
FOD’s light-class drew in the paralyzed Fogstar. The crackle of a transmission sounded, and FOD activated the intership com. 
 
“This is Graice Pulton, UCA Bounty Division. You are advised to release your tractor now.”
“That won’t be necessary,” FOD replied.
“Repeat—this is UCA Bounty Division. We are en route to UCA Starbase Tyne 4. Your interference is punishable by UCA regulations up to—” FOD interrupted:
“Threats will not be necessary. I am taking what is mine. Allow it, or pay with your life.”
 
That voice—Longjaw. 
 
“You have one minute to release, or I will fire.”
“Fire as I pull you in backwards?” FOD laughed.
“You’ve had your warning,” Longjaw replied, then cut off his transmission.
“Can he fire?” Mick asked. 
“There’s hindcannons on it,” Sera warned.
“He can’t fire them. His weapons systems are immobilized.”
 
A very, very expensive light-class. Maybe this guy can get me home. 
 
The Fogstar moved within boarding distance.
 
FOD attempted to reopen communication: “You can keep the ship. I’m taking the cargo—the expancapacitor droids, the girl, and the plastic.”
“What the hell have you done to my ship?” cried Longjaw.
“Your ship?” Sera said. “I’ll kill him myself.”  
“I’ve signaled an alarm. Military ships will swarm you before you reach the next system,” warned Longjaw.
“You mean this transmission?” FOD asked. He played an audio recording of Longjaw pleading to UCA Starbase Tyne 4 for assistance. 
 
He intercepted the god damn transmission. 
 
FOD turned to his crew and smiled. 
 
Son-of-a-bitch gets high on this.
 
“You’ve got a taint on board. Intercept my transmissions all you want, it won’t matter. That plant-wasted whore is all the transmission I need.”
“Your cooperation is appreciated,” FOD replied. An airlock at the rear of the ship whooshed. He stood from his pilot chair and walked past Mick and Sera. “Stay here,” he ordered.
“Sera Carner—wanted by the UCA for desertion, and for the murder of an officer. Do you have any idea how fucked you are? You better stand down. You’ll be lucky I don’t do you like I did this whore you left behind.”
 
So he is her uncle then—old man Carner. And this FOD—what a set of balls—he better have the bite to match, or we’re all screwed.
 
FOD stepped into the airlock at the back of the loading bay.
 
“What the hell’s he doing? No suit?”
“Expancapacitors can’t enter space unprotected. He lied—it’s a military model.”
 
The black of space between the two light-class vessels saw a drifting form float between them. The outer hatch of the Fogstar’s bay opened.
 
“Do not board—I am directly ordering you to return to your ship,” Longjaw threatened over the com. 
“Help! They’re rape—,” Axa screamed.
“That piece of shit,” Sera said, standing up from her chair. “Can you hear me Axa?”
“Yes—someone’s entering the ship. They’re going to kill—” she replied. 
“And I’ll rape your corpse too,” came a strange voice.
A metallic bash rang out, a terrified scream, and a body collapsing.
“That monster!” Sera said. She ran to the bay hatch.
“Where the hell are you going?” Mick called.
“Getting a suit on—I’m going to kill him myself,” she said, opening a storage locker by the inner airlock door.
“Stay put,” FOD said through the com. “I’m taking care of it.”
 
The inner airlock door of the Fogstar opened and FOD walked into the bay. Several bodies were scattered on the floor: dead expancapacitors. Axa and Longjaw were nowhere in sight. 
 
“What the hell’s happening?” Mick said. “FOD? Sera?”
 
The transmission between ships terminated. Mick ran to the rear airlock to see Sera pulling up her spacesuit, following FOD despite his orders.
 
“He cut us off—fried the computer to fuck our coordination. He’s buying time for the UCA swarm,” she said. 
“Why? FOD said no!” Mick said.
“I know FOD—he won’t kill him. I will.”
 
She cares about her—leaves her for dead, and now she cares. Alzemangled cellbot emotions.
 
She pulled the long zipper up the center of her muscular body. The skintight suit gave Mick pause. 
 
She’s gorgeous—alzemangled or not, she’s a person. She does care. 
 
I could love her. 
 
Something naïve invaded his thoughts as he watched her press a combination of buttons on the airlock: You still can. You can love her. Right now. It is meant to be. You’re here for a reason—don’t miss this one too…Your past is your teacher—learn from it, don’t relive it. Stay here. Stay with her. She’s yours… 
 
“Don’t follow me,” she said, and then the hatch opened and she exited into space.
 
Silently, the cosmos watched a second figure float in the blue light of the tractor beam, drifting toward the Fogstar.  
 
“Come out Pulton. Else not a flower, not a flower sweet, on your black coffin shall be strown, nor will a friend, not a friend greet your poor corpse, where your bones shall be thrown,” said FOD, treading warily through the quiet bay of the Fogstar. He raised his pistol from within his cloak, pointing whichever way he walked. He checked behind cargo boxes and listened, waiting for a sound. He continued toward the cabin, past the lying bodies, climbing a stairwell to the main corridor. At the top of the stairs sat two cargo chests.
“Are you back there, Graice? Don’t let your .HUM file go to waste this way,” FOD whispered, pointing his gun at the boxes as he mounted the steps. 
 
A faint banging sounded on the exterior hull from behind. FOD turned around.
 
“Sera,” he whispered to himself. He ran back down the stairs. “Stupid girl.” His footsteps clanked loudly on metal as he passed the droid bodies. He reached the door panel and opened the outer hatch. She floated into the airlock.
“I told you to wait on my ship,” he said sternly, keeping an eye on the quiet hangar behind.
“Let me in,” she said. The outer door locked behind her, trapping her. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Keeping you safe. Your uncle paid good money for my protection.”
“What service?” she asked. He didn’t reply. She heard his steps drift back into the Fogstar’s bay, then, barely, she heard him climbing stairs.
 
FOD checked behind the cargo chests, found nothing, then eyed the corridor leading to the cockpit. Two doors halfway down were open. Past them, a light glowed: the galley electronics hummed with life. He walked steadily, intently eyeing each inch of the rooms as they revealed on either side of the hall.
“You don’t want to test me, Graice. I understand you’re buying time. But I will kill you if you surprise me,” FOD said.
 
He entered the room on the left. A collection of engine equipment, rifled through, lay piecemeal on the floor. A trail of blood ran from a gutted wall panel: the intership com. Wires jutted from exposed circuitry, their flaming tips carrying the acrid stench of burnt plastisteel.
 
“Dumb brute,” FOD said, hearing feet move behind. Longjaw rushed in from the opposite room, driving down with a long cut of pipe. 
 
“What the hell’s going on?” Sera yelled. She heard a yelp, then the sound of something heavy crashing to the floor. “Damn it.” She paced anxiously, then tried to open a channel to Mick. He didn’t answer.
 
“You shouldn’t have done that,” FOD said, staring down at Longjaw. Scabbed blood covered his face, and his raw gums ground into the grate floor under the weight of FOD’s knee.
“You’re as good as dead,” Longjaw groaned. 
“Will you stay put if I go collect my things and return to my ship, or will you try to cause more trouble?” FOD asked, the nozzle of his pistol pushing into and reopening a wound on his neck, the aftermath of Sera’s rescue in the bar. “Don’t have much to say now, it seems.”
“Good luck getting away. You’ll need it. In fact, there’s no such luck this side of the universe. No such luck.”
“Thanks. We’ll play our hand anyway. Now stay put, you understand?”
 
FOD lifted his weight and rose, heading to go collect the droids. Longjaw jumped to his feet and charged after FOD’s pistol hand. FOD sprung around, expecting the strike, and lanced his shoulder with the pipe he’d stripped from him. “No such luck, blackweather fiend.” The pipe impaled Longjaw, then pierced into the wall behind, pinning him in place. “I believe that’s checkmate.”
 
Inside the airlock, pieces of a broken control panel lay on the ground.
 
“Finally,” Sera said as the inner airlock slid up. “FOD?”
“Help me get these bodies back to the ship,” FOD instructed from the corner of the bay, hoisting an expancapacitor droid under each of his arms. 
“Where is he?”
“Pinned upstairs, bleeding to death. Have a slug at him if it pleases you.”
“Axa?” Sera said. 
“The cabin maybe—I didn’t check.”
 
FOD entered the airlock as Sera walked into the bay. The inner door shut, the outer door opening to space again, and FOD floated back to his ship, The Great Auk, where Mick helped him haul in the bodies.
 
Sera climbed the stairs toward the cockpit, seeking Axa before helping with the remaining droids. Two doorways loomed on either side of her, one with a doormat of blood. She walked up to it and turned to look in. There, pinned to the wall, was a grotesque monster—a long line of coagulating blood connected the floor with Longjaw’s gaping mouth. His shoulder and neck were torn open, his eyes wide.
 
“You’re the other whore then?” he said. She paused, glanced back toward the cockpit, then walked up to the maimed bounty hunter.
“I am. Would you like a turn?” she said. She gently pressed into his dying body. 
“I would. I would. Get it?” he laughed until he coughed blood in her face. She wiped it away with a smile.
“You’re a human—what happened to you?” she said, placing her hand on his cheek.
“What happens to humans?” he said. “What happens to us?”
“What does happen?” she asked, fondling his chest, tracing a line through blood toward his lower abdomen. 
“We die. Wait—I mean—we cause pain, and then we die. That is what humans do—that’s what happens to us.”
“Wouldn’t you appreciate one last time?” she said, unbuckling his pants. 
“You’ve got good taste,” he said, delirious, shutting his eyes.
“Feel me,” she said. He tried to move his hand to her stomach, but lurched in pain, paralyzed.
“Feel me, god damn it!”
She took his hand and placed it on her breast, then her stomach, and then lower, to curves Longjaw had forgotten. 
“My god—you are warm. They make them as warm as the real thing these days.”
“How does this feel?” she said, her hand sliding down his leg.
“I’m in a dream. I’m not dying—I am dying, aren’t I?” he asked, his eyes suddenly open, wide with fear. 
“No. You’re going to be just fine.”
“I am? This isn’t really happening is it?”
“Did you touch her—the girl that was on this ship?”
“She wasn’t as warm as you—I promise,” he smiled, blood spilling from his mouth.
“Is this better?” she said. She drove her fist with all her strength, tearing deep into the tissue of his thigh, ripping it apart, grinding her knuckles against his femur.
“Ple—ease!” he screamed, alive with pain.
 
A pop sounded, and then another, his leg splintering into pieces, crumbling to powder.
 
“Is this warm?” she said. 
“Stah—hop!” he moaned, staring down at the poking white of his bones.
“Stop—is that a plea for mercy? Did she say that too? Stop? Did it work?”
“Stah-ah!”
 
Sera drove her balled fist upward, cracking his hip, grabbing it, twisting. She tightened, grinding her finger tips into her palm, slime-powder running down her forearm. Longjaw’s eyes rolled into his head and he went limp.
 
“Piece of shit.”
 
She left his body, shaking muck from her hand to the floor as she entered the cockpit. The inner airlock door whooshed downstairs. “You get the rest of the ex-droids. I’m bringing Axa,” she called to FOD.
 
Axa lay naked across a cockpit chair. Sera stooped down, hoisted her up, and rose to see a vision of horror: a ghoul, with half a face, stood in the corner of the cabin. His arm was extended toward her, his right eye bright with malice, the other clogged by a sunken sphere of leathery scars. 
 
FOD’s third footstep onto the bay floor triggered the blast of a pistol. It came again, then again. Five times the blast rang as he ran up the stairs, gunfire filling his head.
 
A half-skulled malformation stood in the center of the corridor, waiting for him; behind his feet lay a bloody corpse. He pointed his pistol at FOD and fired.
 
Mick paced about The Great Auk’s bay, watching the airlock.
 
What the hell is taking him so god damn long? And her? Jesus. Alone again. Maybe I take the ship? I could make a good run. Would FOD be able to get me? Not if I figured out how to use this ship. There’s enough droids on board to pay for ten jumps.  
 
As he toyed with his idea, the outer hull sounded.
 
Thank god.
 
“Took you long enough,” Mick said as the inner airlock door slid up. His jaw went slack, and he lost any further words: Under one arm, FOD carried Axa, and under the other, Sera. He quietly laid them on the floor. Mick couldn’t look. Her face was torn away, her chest hewn from gun blasts, her eyes open wide, her mind departed.
 
FOD stared for a moment at Mick before reopening the airlock to retrieve the last of the droids. 
 
“I’m sorry Mick, I know how you felt about her. The other’s been raped, she might be dead too. Keep it together. I’ll be back.”
 
Space watched a lone figure drift through blue light toward the Fogstar. 
 
Your past is your teacher—learn from it, don’t relive it. Stay here. Stay with her. She’s yours… 
 
Mick—can you hear me? She’s dead Mick. I’m sorry—so, so sorry.
 
Mick collapsed, throbbing raw, as if something, long dead, had woken in him. He convulsed on the ground, pounding his fists against the metal grating. Bits of his flesh stripped away; he ignored the pain—another pain filled him, something dormant since he’d undergone rewiring: He saw the kind mouth of his mother’s mother; he felt Selby’s cold nose brush against him; he felt loved ones close in all around him, warm and snuggling on the couch, in his home. He saw his son running toward him, the joy of the first day of school on his face. He saw Karen’s golden dress, wrapping her celestial body, and then she was naked, dripping wet. She spoke to him:
 
“Dance?”
 
Karen, I love you. I am so sorry for what I did to you. Forgive me.
 
“Here I am.”
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“Mick, get up.” 
 
A chill ran through his body. Cold metal shook his shoulder.
 
“Mick, we’re here. We have to drop Sera and unload the expancapacitors,” said XJ.
“What?” Mick sat up in darkness. Blue clouds banded over red peaks in the port window. 
 
Carner’s Post. 
 
Mick jumped from cryo, pulled on underwear, and rushed past XJ into the hull bay. FOD stood over a bundled mass.
 
Sera.
 
“What the hell’s the idea?” Mick said. He looked around to confirm XJ’s suggestion: the expancapacitor droids he’d collected were nowhere in sight.
 
He did sell them.  
 
“No need for them. We need the credit,” FOD said.
“Like hell—I stole those to get her dad and her brother into them. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her fail that after what I did.”
“No one’s failing anything. You don’t understand Utopia.”
“What the hell do you mean?” Mick said, rubbing his eyes. The hangar door opened, blue glare blinded him. In the windy distance, Carner hobbled to them on a cane. GR rolled beside him, helping transport cargo.
“She was under a misapprehension—that you physically enter Utopia.”
“Well then?”
“You upload to it—that’s it.”
 
Jesus.
 
“The whole place—it’s a moving world of .HUM files. The final pinnacle of human ignorance.”
 
I’m tired of this shit—there are too many reasons to be sad. It’s useless. 
 
“We get paid by Carner, push off this rock, head for Utopia, upload the droids, Axa. You run my job, and I’ll get you home.” 
“Is she up yet?” Mick asked, remembering Axa. After they’d regained the Fogstar and lost Sera, it was unclear if she would survive. He’d decided to get into Cryo—leave the waking life. FOD had gladly consented. 
 
“She woke up. Looks like she’ll live,” FOD said, turning to greet Carner. 
“FOD,” Carner said. He eyed Mick, who stood nearly naked, condensation on his chest. “Mick.”
“Where do you want her?” FOD said, standing over Sera’s body.
“Stupid girl.” He paused, looked at his niece. “And you? How much did I pay you?” Carner leaned forward, nearly falling. He tried to smack FOD across his jaw. FOD caught him and held him up.
“It was a rogue. Circ-modded beyond recognition. No way to tell he was on board with the other,” FOD explained.
“Bullshit,” Carner sighed. He looked at XJ and GR. “You going to stay good on her promise to them?”
“Yes,” Mick interjected, stepping closer. Carner let go of FOD and looked at Mick.
“She’s running around, doing all this for you, and you get her killed,” he said.
“Mick had nothing to do with it,” FOD said. 
“Like hell,” Carner said. He turned to the blue clouds behind him, his wind-stripped smuggling post an aberration on the barren, lifeless world. “It’s all bullshit you know. All of it.”
“I do,” FOD replied.
“And you’re hot—real hot. They have a tag on you and there’s nothing I can do. I don’t think you’re going to make it out of Bessel.”
“We will.”
“And how? To me it sounds like the whole god damn UCA fleet is coming. I’ve been listening—it’s every other transmission that comes through.”
“You know my ship is cloaked.”
“And you know that doesn’t mean shit. And I know what you’re up to. The only thing is—I don’t give a damn anymore, I really don’t. I think maybe you’re right.” Carner looked at FOD’s eyes, hoping they’d explain what words hadn’t.  
“We are a plague. You know it. I’m justice for everything else.”
“XJ, what are they talking about?” Mick whispered, sidling to XJ.
“I think it might have something to do with fixing Sera. There’s got to be a way to get her back—up and running,” XJ said.
“You know she’s dead XJ—you can’t revive a cellbot once it’s died. Your alzeimagnetism is acting up again,” GR interrupted.
“So what is it then?” Mick turned to GR.
“He plans to swallow the spread of mankind in a black hole.”
“Of course, not until he’s dropped us off at Utopia.”
“Utopia will go too, XJ,” GR replied.
 
Could that be it? And counting on me to pull the trigger? Fuck it. As long as I’m out before it hits.
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The silver streets of Organ World gleamed. A torrent of midday traffic flowed, prospectors riding through the prostitution capital of the planet. Some of them drove past the buildings that housed their very own backup bodies.
 
“Hey!”
“Yea?”
 
Axa paused, considering the man who’d flagged her down. He was young—a lineless, optimistic face. He kept scanning the sidewalks, paranoid, as if someone would spring on him; not her usual customer. 
 
“I’m getting off world. What do you say?”
“Do I know you?”
“Axa, you’re Axa right?”
“Yea. And I have to get back to HQ. My day’s over.”
“No it’s not. I have a ship waiting for us. Do you know who the Force of Darkness is?”
“No—what are you after? What kind of clothes are they?”
“Shh!” said the man. He grabbed her hand and tugged her off the sidewalk.
“Hey!” she shouted. “Help!”
“I’m an organ body.”
 
Axa froze: she’d never heard of an organ body knowing it was awake, let alone escaping the Understore where they lived. She stared into his life-filled eyes.
 
“Bullshit,” she said softly, forgetting that he’d pulled her. It made sense—his clothes, his paranoia.
“I need someone to get off world—you’ll play my partner.”
“I can’t—”
“I’ve been watching you for a day now—I know you’re a hooker bot. What I’m talking about is getting out of here—both of us—to Utopia.”
“Utopia? How?”
 
Organ World seldom paid any attention to the forefront of scientific development—it was an organ reservoir world, and an intergalactic way station for every kind of seedy indulgence. Still, she remembered the gold orb displayed on advertisements, distant and imaginary. Could he be telling the truth? She had suppressed the idea of escape, often wondering why they—whoever had created her—hadn’t removed her capacity for thought. Why not use androids? Because people pay a premium for cellbots.
 
“The Force of Darkness, he’s going to end this all. Everything.”
“I really don’t—”
“Follow me—the ship’s waiting.”
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The Great Auk rose away from Carner’s Post. Mick peered out of the rear porthole, watching the speck of the old man and Sera disappear below. XJ crept up behind him.
“Mick—would you like to play chess?”
 “Set it up.”
“Excellent!”
“I’ll be right back.”
 
Mick passed XJ, heading through the main artery of the ship. He passed GR, peaked into Axa’s room: she lay asleep, recovering, her arms still mounted to a wall med-unit. FOD sat in the cockpit, pulling the ship into orbit.
 
“The grav’s going to catch. Sit down,” FOD said.
Mick obeyed and sat in the copilot chair. “We need to talk.” 
“Talk,” FOD said. 
“What exactly are you using me for?”
“You really want to know? Wouldn’t you—”
“Yes. I want to know.” 
“I’ve been tracking you since the anomaly. Trying to get to you. I need you to get a measure of a synthetic radioactive isotope for me.”
“I figured something like that—but I don’t care what I’m getting you. What’s the end goal here?”
“I’m going to end everything.”
“Go on,” Mick said, studying the indifferent cheeks of his pilot, whose hood drooped around the neck.
“Human kind is a mistake.”
 
He’s a philosopher. A mindless agent of death. Failed protector of Sera. Promise-maker. His ability to keep them, questionable.
 
“How so?” Mick asked.
 
The ship jerked into low orbit, then into the vacuum of space. Stars filled the viewscreen. The radar blipped: a tiny dot appeared far on the edge of its screen. 
 
“That’ll be the first scout,” FOD said.
“Don’t change the subject,” Mick said, resentment swelling.
 
Fancy ship, reading minds, fattened wallet—made that way from expancapacitor assassinations carried out by pawns—coupled with an inability to carry out a single directive—protect Sera—to, with all that tech, not overlook an extra man on board a ship. One guy.
 
“We’ll be quick to die if I fall off task. You wouldn’t want to die before you get home?”
“Am I under your protection now?”
“There was no way to know. I told her to stay back. She didn’t listen.”
 
Anger throbbed through Mick. XJ appeared at the door.
 
“Mick—the game is all set up,” he said.
“Give me a couple minutes XJ,” Mick said. 
“But Mick, GR is bothering me. I’d really—”
“I’m in the middle of something, hold on.”
“In fact, we all are. We’re in the middle of an assault,” FOD said. “XJ, make sure Axa and GR are strapped in. Then strap yourself.”
 
FOD jerked the pilot rod down, punched the accelerator. 
 
“I want to talk with you—truly—but it will have to wait. I may need your help here,” FOD said. 
 
Another blip appeared on the radar screen. Then another. Suddenly there were twelve dots on the radar, each a UCA ship jogging fast toward The Great Auk.
 
Don’t get hot Mick—Home is still in the cards. Follow his lead. He’s your only shot anyway.
 
“Whatever you need,” Mick said.
“I can’t outrun them, so I’m going to have to—oh no.”
“What do you mean you can’t outrun them? Isn’t this a military super ship?” Mick asked. 
FOD whispered to himself: “I see, just see, skyward, great cloud-masses; Mournfully, slowly they roll, silently swelling and mixing; With, at times, a half-dimm’d, sadden’d, far-off star—”
“Quit the riddles for fuck’s sake. What’s happening?” Mick watched the radar blips peel off the The Great Auk, changing direction.
“Poor man,” FOD said.
 
Mick looked out the porthole. The atmosphere of Carner’s Post lit with gold fire, then white clouds spread over it, a wave smothering the entire world. He closed his eyes. Visions of the explosion flickered into his imagination. When he opened them, the planet was gone.
 
“They’ll be after us presently,” FOD said. He jammed a button on his console, punched another, then tore the pilot rod around in a half circle. XJ squealed from the back of the ship.
“They’ve got planet killers?”
“Portable ones. Quantum bombs are incredible, aren’t they?”
“XJ said quantum warfare is outlawed.”
“Law is propaganda. It always has been.” FOD turned to look at Mick. “You sure you want to go home?” 
“Yes. Now out fly these ships.”
“No guarantees.”
“Listen—Sera promised her family she’d get them to Utopia. She’s dead, so now that promise is mine.”
“She never asked you to—”  
“I’m taking it from her. So I need a guarantee right now.”
 
The swarm of blips on the radar multiplied, then turned toward The Great Auk. Their speed increased. 
 
“FOD—I need a guarantee.”
“I said I’d need your help. Get down to the engine room—now.” 
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“He’s a fucking terrorist. Force of Darkness—The Singularity—he’s got a bunch of names. And he’s planning to create a G10 quantum black hole—do you understand what I’m telling you?” roared UCA Space Fleet General Sirma.
“What about this planet—we traced a cargo drop—some back rock called Carner’s Post?” replied the Captain’s voice.
“Bomb it—god knows what he’s doing there—what he’s setting into motion.”
“General—to confirm—that’s a Q-drop on Carner’s Post?” 
“Drop and follow. I swear to god, if this son-of-a-bitch gets away, it’s your head. But it’s all of ours.”
“Underway, General.”
“You’ve got an entire cohort, don’t you?”
“We do. Drop time is two minutes.”
“So there’s no excuse—do not lose him—understood?”
“How long until the garrison joins us, General?” came another voice from the Captain’s ship.
“Not soon enough. Do not lose him. Do you understand? He’s planning to create a G10 quantum black hole, I repeat—we’re all dead if you lose him.”
“Understood—will report back as we approach.”
“And watch rear cannon fire from his ship.”
“Roger.”
 
The General snapped off communications with his distant battalion. He turned to his second-in-command, then looked at a picture on his desk: his wife and two daughters stared up at him. 
“So he did steal it then?”
“The ship?”
“The Auk?”
“Looks that way.”
“I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but they’re not taking it, even with a cohort—not unless—Jesus, General, there’s no other way. You’re going to have to suicide that entire squad. They’ll need to get in reach and drop the biggest Q in the fleet, running at flank speed. That’s the only way.”
 
The General contemplated the decision, pondering the many lives it would take to finally bring down FOD.
 
“Not a word until they’re in range.”
 
An engineer came into the room, confirming the second-in-command’s fears:
 
“Sir—The Great Auk is equipped with near-field magnetic disintegrator engines. If they work, the only way to destroy him is to—” the engineer paused, hesitant to overstep his rank.
“We know. Go back to your office and pray to your god. That’s what I’ll be doing.”
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“Oh dear,” said XJ. From where he was strapped to the wall, which he’d done himself using cargo cables, he watched the chess table. Pawns slid off one by one. The ship jostled back and forth. A tremor rocked them and the whole table spilled.
“There’s always something to upset my games. Sera!” XJ called. 
“She’s not here anymore XJ. Don’t you at least remember that much?” GR said from across the bay. A wrenching sound reverberated from the engine room. Mick shouted but they couldn’t hear what he said.
“What do you mean, she’s not here anymore?” XJ said. 
“She died, she died when she boarded the Fogstar. She was so good to you and you can’t even remember that she’s gone,” GR said.
“GR—I must unstrap myself. You are getting out of hand.”
“Do not unstrap—he ordered us to stabilize ourselves, didn’t he?”
“Your alzeimagnetism is progressing faster than I thought. Sera will need to tinker with your central processor.” The queen rolled past, hit the bay door, popped up into the air and disappeared behind some crates. “Oh dear!”
 
The entire ship vibrated. 
 
“Spacequake,” shouted XJ. Large cargo boxes tumbled, rose into the air. XJ’s bindings ripped. He flew across the room, smacking into a stairwell, bending its banister.
“Are you okay?” GR said after the shaking had stopped. “XJ?”
“Quite alright. Now, to set this board up again.”
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A voice crackled throughout The Great Auk: “This is UCA Captain Greiz. This is your one and only warning: turn off your engines and surrender. If you do not comply, you will be blown out of the sky. I repeat, if you do not comply, we will shoot you down.”
 
“Want to test him?” Mick joked through the com.
“Are you in the engine room?” asked FOD.
“Yea. Talk to me.”
“This ship has a manual control panel for near-field disintegrators. I need you to find it.”
“Tell me where to look.”
“Look at the ceiling, follow the blue pipe shaped like an L.”
 
Near-field disintegrators? Mick saw the piping, followed it. 
 
“Here,” he replied.
“See the yellow knobs? There should be three of them.”
“Yea.”
“Press them.”
 
Mick punched the tiny buttons. A panel door shot open. Inside was a large cylindrical lever.
 
“The lever should be in the off position. Flip it now.”
 
In this age, why the fuck is this manual?
 
“Because near-field disintegrators aren’t stable Mick. You can’t leave them on. You don’t want them accidentally tripping either.”
“Alright, lever is up.”
“Good. You better get back here and bolt yourself down.”
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“There is no other way,” repeated General Sirma.
“But sir, there has to be something else.”
“Captain Greiz, you are directly ordered to release your grade 4 Q-charge. Would you rather save yourself so your family dies tomorrow?” Sirma replied.
“Sir...” 
 
He was unable to decide: to suicide the whole battalion was unthinkable—but if it really was FOD, if the story was true, then the General was right.
 
A G10 quantum black hole—the unfathomable. A universe killer. A reset switch for the entire human race, and everything it had spread to consume.
 
A scuffle sounded through the com. 
 
“What the hell is going on? Captain!” Sirma yelled.
“General Sirma, this is your lieutenant. The Captain is relieved. He wasn’t prepared to follow your order.”
“Good job, Lieutenant. Your family will know about this. I promise. Now blow that fucker to hell.”
“Roger that. We are go for grade 4 Q-drop.”
 
The general thought of the calls he would make: Poor lot. All of that life, a waste. All for the sake of stopping a vigilante, an extremist, a terrorist. It must be done. There is no other choice.
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“So what’s your name?” Axa asked in the cabin of the Fogstar as it lifted off Organ World.
“Name? I’m a number. AY512.3.”
“I can’t believe we’re leaving—we’re going to get killed.”
“Better than what we had, right?”
“I’d never thought about it before. I never questioned it like you do.”
“Well it’s time to start. We only have a little bit of time before everything ends. And here’s what we’ve got to do.”
“What do you mean everything ends?”
“I told you—the Force of Darkness—the most wanted terrorist in the history of the UCA?”
“Never heard of him. You know there’s no news on Organ World.”
“I know—well—I didn’t either. Until I met him.”
“What?”
“He sought me out. Bribed his way in. Needs me to hunt down some Joe in the Bessel system while he works on this G10 black hole.”
“G10 black hole?”
“An everything ender.”
“What’s he want with you? You’re just meat for some off-rock oligarch.”
“He said I have a completely moddable circ system, something to do with how they make organ bodies.”
“So that you can nab this guy for him?”
“Yea—only we’re not going to nab him—we’re going to kill him, steal what he’s got, and go to Utopia.”
“You’re going to screw most wanted terrorist?”
“Yea.”
“Doesn’t sound bright.”
“He’s going to succeed whether I help him or not. It’s hard to explain. He could read my mind. He turned it on, filled it up. I went inside his head.”
“This is all too fucking crazy. Turn around. I’m not going on a death run.”
“I need you.”
“No you don’t.”
“Organs don’t have zone permits. FOD said that no sexbot would protest leaving Organ World, to pick any one. I picked you.”
“You believe Utopia is a real, and we can get in?”
“If this—Mick, I think—and his partner—have the money FOD says they do, then yes. We’ll get in.”
“What’s FOD want with him?”
“He said he didn’t have a plant.”
“Everyone has a plant, it’s in your genes.”
“I know. I can’t explain. But he needs him to finish off the black hole business. And I’m not going to Utopia so I can enjoy it for a couple days and then get sucked into a black hole.”
“Why’s he want to make it so bad?”
“Don’t know, don’t care. I’ll tell you what—I’m having the time of my life,” AY512.3 said, smiling.
“Yea,” Axa looked out the porthole window: the vast beauty of open space, a sight she hadn’t seen in years, engulfed her spirit. The scar of her past, Organ World, receded behind them.“Me too.”
“Anyone asks, we’re husband and wife.”
“They still do that?”
“Marriage? Seems they do some places. And it’s going to be our ticket through the zones.”
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“Everything good?” Mick asked as he strapped back into the cockpit chair next to FOD.
“Yes sir. None of their weapons can breach a near-field disintegrator.”
“Tech’s changed since my time.”
“You have no idea,” FOD said with disgust.
“Thought you enjoyed the tech—flying this top-secret bird and all?”
“Enjoy? I’ll enjoy the quiet when it’s here—nothing else.”
 
Strange one. Not the time to pick his apocalypse-driven mind. Sera had an edge, but she had feeling. She was still real. This guy—spouting poetry, a puzzle, detached. He’s lost his compassion for humans.
 
“We can talk once we get out of this,” FOD said, glancing at the radar. The UCA ships, a swarm of blips, crawled closer. 
“They’re moving in fast,” Mick said anxiously. “You okay in the back?”
The com crackled: “We are fine Mick.” It was XJ. “Had a little spill. Nothing so broken it can’t be fixed. Of course, I can’t say the same for our chess pieces. Some are missing.”
“There’ll be plenty of time to find them.”
 
He’ll have me in Utopia, won’t he? It won’t be me, but it will: what’s the difference between a me-projected-by-his-imagination and the actual me? Who’s to say? Why go home, then? Karen will be the same in Utopia. The boys, Selby, identical. Never know the difference. Hell—even Sera would be there.
 
“You don’t want to stay,” FOD said. “It’s not the same. Utopia is a lie. Besides that, I’m going to destroy it. Where you’re going, you’ll still have over a thousand years before the end hits.”
“You really think you can end everything?”
“End is inaccurate. Restart. I’m going to restart the universe, and hope humans never rise into existence again.”
“How the hell do you get so bent that you—” Mick froze, watching FOD whip around, frantically search the computer terminal in front of him. 
“This is no good,” FOD muttered.
“What?”
“Near-field is working, but they’re not arming anything near-field can stop.”
“What do you mean?” 
“They’re suiciding. With a grade 4 Q.”
“4 Q?”
“See that dot?” FOD said, pointing to a slow-moving signature on the radar screen, drifting out from the mass of UCA ships.
“Yea.”
“It’s a Q-bomb. It’s going to take us and their entire fleet with it.” 
“They’re sacrificing an entire fleet for you?”
“They’ve figured out what I’m up to.”
“So what the fuck do we do?” Mick said.
 “Is everything okay?” XJ said from the hull. No one answered him.
“We have a minute, then it explodes. We have two options.”
“I don’t give a shit what they are—pick the one that keeps us alive.”
“By alive, do you mean alive within your body?”
 
So this is it. A long run at nothing. A sustained balance of hope finally drawn out to emptiness. 
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“Bombs away, General,” spoke the Lieutenant. 
“You are a good man. Your family—and the universe—will know of what you’ve done today.”
“We fired shots just to be sure—the near-field disintegrators intercepted them as predicted.” 
“One minute until detonation. I repeat, one minute until detonation. If you have any last transmissions, recording of yourselves to make, please do so now,” said the Lead Engineer of the Lieutenant’s ship.
 
A gaunt intelligence officer walked into General Sirma’s warm office suite. A window of exposed starplane shone through, lighting their faces. The General looked out, imagining the explosion to come, the aftermath, the families he would attempt to console. Will they buy the hero line? They’ll have to. There’s no other way to accept the cost. Will they buy that FOD really had the capability to create a G10? Again, they’ll have to—there’s no closure otherwise. Despite certainty of the correctness of his decision, the General wiped sweat from his brow.
 
“What is it Herek?” the General said, not turning from the stars.
“There is another element
on The Great Auk that might create a problem.”
“What the hell are you talking about Colonel?”
“Entangled consciousness mapping.”
“Speak in god damn English.” 
 
The General sensed the importance of what was to be said. He’s uncovered a loophole in my plan. A flaw in the rationale for a mass-sacrifice. A reason to take my future as a hero away from me before it even begins.

 
“What is it? Talk.”
“Entangled particles, as a representation of a configuration of localized matter, instantly transferred between a transmission location and a receiver.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“Thirty seconds until detonation,” came the wobbly voice of the Engineer through the General’s office com. 
“It means, in short sir, that it is, theoretically speaking, possible for them to transfer their .HUM files out of the ship and to a safe location.”
“Where to?”
“That’s the good news sir. There’d be no way for them to return to physical form. We think it would transfer them to a UCA database facility, highly secured. As long as nothing’s been rewired.”
“Good god Herek—you scared me.”
“There is one other contingency.”
 
Did I really hire this man?
 
Herek went on: “Sir, The Greak Auk has a wormhole generator.”
“Should I cancel the damn bomb? Fifteen seconds—don’t give me more bullshit, should I cancel?”
“Sir—it’s just—we can’t be sure they are dead if they use the wormhole generator—after the Q-bomb, there’d be no trace of them either way. We don’t even know if it works—it’s never been tested. As you know, FOD stole it before it could go into trials.”
“I have a thousand men and a hundred ships out there. Do I cancel?” 
“Sir—I can’t make that decision,” said Herek. He backed away in fear.
“Incompetent fool. Com up—This is Sirma, I am ordering you to abort the Q-bomb. Repeat, abort the bomb. This is General Sirma—Abort! Abort!”
 
Silence.
 
“Lieutenant! Do you hear me! Cancel, that is an order, cancel the bomb!” the general screamed. Dead space replied to him. A hum started, low at first, and then a roar, a bass-filled tremor cutting into the office. A great wind of static leapt into the com signal, then gray noise. 
 
The signal dropped. 
 
“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” yelled Sirma as his analyst crept toward the office door.
 
“Sir, we didn’t know ship still had the equipment—remember, all personnel were killed, all the files were wiped. He destroyed everything when he stole that ship—he stole the whole project!”
 
The general didn’t seem to care for reason any longer. He dove forth and threw his fat hands around the temples of the scrawny analyst. He drove the small skull down, crashing it against the edge of his antique wood coffee table. A crack sounded. Sirma’s red hands pumped up and down, until all that remained of Herek’s forehead were chips of bone. When he’d had enough, and released all of his anger, he sat on his leather couch. He drew close an uncorked vase of whiskey and poured a glass. He drank and stared around at his opulence. Why could anyone be as evil as that man? General Sirma couldn’t understand. He couldn’t imagine the logic behind someone who saw it meaningful to end all of mankind. He did, however, understand that there was now no choice but to lie—to affirm that the bomb had gone off with one-hundred percent necessity—that there had never been any doubt. That Herek had never produced the evidence for an escape scenario. The families would get their lie, their maybe-truth, and they’d never know he’d called off the bomb. Herek had a team of analysts under him. They’d also need to be destroyed.
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“Here it is, Melbot’s station. Should be a piece of cake if FOD’s information is trustworthy,” said Jake—the name Axa had given him. They descended upon a green moon of snow. The Fogstar landed near a trail that led to an underground ramp.
“You return to deep orbit like we went over, everything’s programmed already, just key in the autonav the way I showed you,” Jake said. “I’ll be right up to meet you.”
“You sure you’re going to be able to get their ship?”
“If I don’t, you take the Fogstar right back to Organ World. Tell them I kidnapped you and you escaped.”
 
She didn’t want to think of the possibility. As wild as she felt abandoning her born-into-profession of selling her cellbot body, she felt even wilder now: she was starting to have genuine feelings for the organ meat that had saved her.
 
“You’ll be there.”
“Don’t wait more than twenty-four hours. If more time than that goes by, something’s gone wrong.”
“Jake?”
 
He didn’t look back.
 
“Jake,” Axa repeated.
“Yea, sorry, not used to a name just yet,” he said, turning and smiling. 
“You don’t look good,” she said as he punched keys by the exterior hull door. 
“We don’t last long when we’re unhooked,” he said. “That’s why I have to get us to Utopia, fast.”
“Be careful.”
 
As much as it was a hoax, Axa had grown to feel as if he really was her husband. He didn’t desire sex with her, which had been the sole purpose of every other man she’d ever encountered. He wanted to take her to the greatest place known to man, and that was all. She thought about him withering away. She was not used to having feelings for others. On the way to Melbot’s Station, Jake had tried to teach her the basic principles of space flight, as they had been transferred to him somehow by FOD. When Jake explained how he’d learned it, he only repeated what he’d said before—that FOD somehow got inside his head, uploading and downloading data from his consciousness.
 
Jake walked in on three droids.
 
“Everyone stop—don’t move a fucking wire,” said Jake, pointing his pistol at them.
 
XJ, GR, and Melbot froze. Jake drew an EMP gun from his other holster.
 
“You, I said don’t move,” he told Melbot. Melbot ignored him and tried to activate his alarm system, a small toggle by the lab door. Jake shot twice and Melbot’s life faded from his robot eyes. His droid body crashed into the wall.
 
“You two, where’s Mick Compton?”
“GR, what should we tell him?”
“Don’t lie to me. I know you just sold a shipment together. Where is he?”
“Better tell him XJ. He seems serious,” GR said. 
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Axa sat up from her infirmary bed. Her head was throbbing. How long have I been sleeping?
 
She wandered naked down the corridor of a strange ship that she’d never seen before. Voices talked. She crept slowly to the end of the hallway, then pressed her ear against the wall. It was Mick and someone else, a voice she didn’t recognize. Fear spiked in her. Something had gone terribly wrong. Her body ached, her legs, her…
 
I’ve been raped. She looked down, saw welts. Her stomach was covered in them, though they’d begun to rapidly heal. Something caught her ear from the other room.
 
“The one in the back, for example. Axa, you said?” said the unidentified voice.
“That’s right,” Mick replied.
“That’s another example of what humanity is, what it’s evolved into. She’s one of a trillion, bred for a single purpose, a life of sex slavery. Created for that purpose, dying for that purpose. You know where she came from?”
“I don’t know—her husband tried to kill me—stole Sera’s plastic and her ship.”
“Lies. She doesn’t have a husband, never has. Sexbots don’t. That was an organ body that robbed you.”
“How do you know?”
“I sent him.”
“What?”
“Needed someone who wasn’t trackable, someone with the lowest chance of catching a taint. Because it always, always leads back to me.”
“What’s an organ body?”
“What it sounds like.”
“Why the hell did you send him after us?”
“You’re the next step. When Carner informed me of you, with no plant whatever, I had no choice. You were the final piece to the puzzle. It was…serendipitous.”
“To rob me blind, strip us of our ship?”
“Of course, the organ didn’t prove trustworthy. And so I played the fool. But I had no other choice. I was in another part of the galaxy accomplishing something far more relevant for the creation of the G10.”
“He split, stranded us.”
“He was supposed to bring you through two zones, undetected, so that you could assist me. I planned to reimburse Sera and you with whatever you wished. Her, a ticket to Utopia, so she could live out her time there, before the G10 hit. And you, the plantless bastard you are, a ticket to time-travel back to your dilapidated point in history.”
“Well you fucked that one up.”
“I have the most advanced expancapacitor body available, and the best tech on a ship known to man, but the .HUM that runs through my cerebral housing is no different than any other human’s. I’m no robot.”
“I might argue that.”
“The organ, he’s from a place called Organ World. It’s one of a million just like it. People bred and raised for one reason—so that the richest humans who wish to live natural, as it’s called—no cybernetic parts—can have replacements when needed. That way, they avoid the stigma of being a cyborg.”
“So that’s it? There’s a sex trade and an organ trade, and you’ve given up on humanity? Enough to destroy us all?”
“Yes. But the rationale is much deeper than sex worlds and organ worlds. Humans have subjugated everything around them. All other forms of life have become the source of human pleasure. And their own, unending lives, amount to eternal torture and suffering. It is hard for me to make this clear to you. You may have come from a time period where there was still hope for human tolerance, life rights, universal empathy. That age is ended, ended long ago. Humanity is a virus.”
“You’re right, but I just can’t get it. I see the good in people.”
“Are you willing to understand what I understand?”
 
Another mind meld?
 
“That’s exactly what I’ll do, if you’re open to the information that explains what humanity has become.”
 
Nothing can change how I feel, I’m going home anyway. This future will be a faded memory once I’m back. Something to ignore, something to convince myself never happened.
 
“Well?”
 
Mick nodded.
 
The conversation abruptly stopped. Axa stepped back, saddened, reflecting on her own fate, a life of sexual servitude: before Jake had taken her, she’d never thought differently from what she’d been taught by the corporation. Suddenly, she desired to live free. Freedom. The idea was nonexistent before—now, it had been violently created. She’d broken UCA law, been raped, continued to sell her body for plastic for a ticket to Utopia, and somehow, through it all, felt alive more than ever before. Where are my clothes?
 
She paced back toward the medical station when a noise scared her: GR appeared.
 
“Axa—you’re awake. Have you seen XJ? I am trying to find him.”
“No—GR, where are my clothes?”
“Clothes? What a silly question! Where are my clothes!” For some strange reason, incomprehensible to her, GR burst into a robot laugh.
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Conscious control of his own mind ended. Mick entered the landscape of FOD, and through him, he experienced visions of the reality FOD sought to destroy:
 
A planet appeared, dim and gentle green. As if a bodiless spirit, Mick sped down toward its surface, and as he came close to the arid landscape, he saw a tremendous lattice framework that covered the surface of all the land. Upon each stretch of land spanned a construct of silver bars, finely interwoven cages, stacked thousands of meters high. In each cage cried the anguished heart of some animal. Some were recognizable, others strange and new. Each one sounded with the rest to create a chorus of sadness, fear and confusion.
 
These are the spirits of those that humanity ignores. Why? Because they wish to consume their corpses. Is it necessary for their survival in any way? No. But humans spread, consume, and create for themselves, in as self-important a way as possible, a state of luxuriousness that defies the reason nature bestowed them with. 
 
Another planet appeared to Mick—this one turquoise. Again he flew down, an incorporeal observer, and he soon came face to face with an ocean world. There was no land on the surface, just as the previous planet’s surface had been absent of all water. He flew lower, and it seemed he would slam with tremendous speed into the rolling oceans. He passed into the water, marveling that he could still breathe. He sunk toward the ocean floor, devoid of human sense except for sight. In the gloom of the ocean depths, a light appeared. Deeper and deeper he descended, until the light gave form to another incomprehensibly large framework of metal. His speed increased, and within each thousand-mile grid of piping he saw millions of sea creatures. Housed within each cage were smaller cages. Each sea creature could not swim, but squirmed ceaselessly, some fight to live taking place until it inevitably died. Then he heard the whale cries: they rose, a deep hissing,  a chorus, sonorously distinct, but in emotion the same as the anguish heard on the previous world.
 
These, as before, are to be harvested. Their lives will be a steady mourning, questioning, and confusion. Most of all, pain and suffering. Why? Because humans have evaded the evil in their primary principle: that might makes right. Because they have long-ago destroyed their potential for evolving their empathy. But put most plainly, they wish to consume the corpses of these souls. Do not think Mick, that either of these worlds are isolated. They are as widespread throughout the universe as man is itself. And humans have long ago decided to accept this as their birthright—the resource of every and anything.
 
A new planet appeared. Mick watched a green world, much the same as the first, grow larger before him. The landscape looked like the animal world, except that the cages now, though still stacked miles high above the planet’s surface, contained a strange creature, something so different Mick couldn’t recognize what it was, or if it was an animal at all. A long pipe ran along the side of each skyscraper cage, feeding whatever it was that lay in rows in each small pen. An acrid stench filled him, as if his sense of smell had been suddenly turned on. 
 
Do not think, Mick, that man hasn’t decided, in the end, to satisfy all his desires. This world, and the millions like it, produce corpses to consume, just like the others. The culturally created barrier that once prevented humans from dining on their most expensive food has now been thoroughly dismissed. This is a free-range cage world. The dish is human flesh.
 
This can’t be…
But I’m sorry, it is. Yet, only the most wealthy can afford to eat this dish.
 
How can this all be?
 
How much did you pay attention to the atrocities of your world Mick? When you read about the events of the galaxy in your time, did you read one country’s media? Did you read the stories passed as each nation’s understanding of truth?
 
No—I hated the news. Hated politics. That’s why I went into FRINGE.
 
Because we all do that Mick—because, deep down inside, we know how much we disgust ourselves, and we don’t want to experience that reality. The truth has for too long been corrupted. The truth is that we are a plague. And we must be destroyed.
 
Get me out of here—I don’t want to see anymore. This isn’t my world. 
 
But it will be. Whether you like it or not. You’ll be participating in its creation.
 
I don’t care, let me go.
 
There’re two more things I want to show you.
 
Mick recognized the distant shape of a solar system. There were eight planets orbiting a sun. As they entered the system, the outermost planet flew by. One single structure stood on it, spanning half its globe, reaching so high that it was in space. The monument glistened in the sunlight, made of what looked like diamond. 
 
What is this? FOD didn’t reply.
 
The next planet swept past, this one with a similar building straddling the entire world, only its construction seemed to be entirely of gems. A million colors radiated, reflecting the sun’s light.
 
These are homes?
 
Yes Mick. You’ve almost got it. They are all in fact one home—this solar system is one of the homes of one of the oligarchs. He owns many such solar systems. 
 
My god…
 
There are millions of solar systems like this: needlessly rich, filled with riches of a thousand worlds, all for the pleasure, the immortal pleasure, of one human. Do you understand when I say that this man, and each oligarch, is immortal? 
 
I don’t know…
 
Some use expancapacitors, others remain natural humans, using organ bodies. But regardless of their form, they are unending black holes, resource cancers on a scale you cannot imagine, even if I imparted a year’s worth of visions: food, money, sex, power, and every other human pleasure.  
 
I can’t believe it.
 
Do you know how the oligarchs feed their coffers?
 
No.
 
A golden sphere appeared against blackness. Mick knew before FOD said a word:
 
Utopia.
 
You’re right. It is. But it’s not the only one. There are, as we’ve said, millions. Do you know what Utopias are?
 
What?
 
Vacuums, merely vacuums. Do you know what they suck?
 
I don’t…
 
Human souls. I believe that’s the term used in your time. Today, we call them .HUM files.
 
But, isn’t it a heaven for those who get in?
 
By heaven, do you mean oblivion, or a total pacification of any kind of rationality, morality, or most importantly, activism?
 
Mick didn’t reply. 
 
Do you know what I am, Mick?
 
No…
 
I am the last activist. The only one. And I will succeed. And if it pleases you, I’ll ship you back home before I do it. Do you understand why you have to help me now? Do you understand why this is necessary?
 
Why doesn’t the UCA intervene?
 
The UCA? How long ago, even in your time, did you believe that government ruled?
 
I don’t understand. 
 
Governments stopped ruling altogether around the turn of the second century A.D. When society became globalized through technology.
 
Stopped ruling?
 
A government, Mick, is meant to create laws, and by those laws, rule. 
 
So what happened?
 
An invisible force became the true ruler of men, and in turn, the governments of men. 
 
An invisible force?
 
Something entirely inhuman began to rule over humanity, and despite that, it remained cloaked under the guise of being the governments of the world. And eventually, the one single government, the UCA. 
 
What was it—the force?
 
What did the government want from you Mick—why did you get into this mess in the first place, what was it you were pursuing?
 
Freedom.
 
No, they wanted money from you. You went on that smuggling run to get it for them. 
 
Everyone knows money is the root of corruption. You think you’ve figured that out on your own, and it gives you the right to annihilate everything? 
 
What does money represent? Power? Resources? They all represent the invisible force.  
 
What is it?  
 
Silence.
 
FOD? What does it represent?
 
Mick saw the dining hall table again. FOD had been distracted. Before them stood, with a confused look on their faces, GR, XJ, and Axa.
 
“What the hell were you two doing?” she said, once again wearing clothes. 
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Karen’s body wriggled under a comforter. She’d left the kids in the care of Aunt Rebecca. She lay against the warm chest of Eric Reynolds. He was sound asleep, whisked into a land of peaceful slumber through the sensual path she’d opened to him. She’d decided months ago that she wouldn’t live a life without love any longer. But something startled her from her sleep. She shot up, looked around the dark room, hit the lamp switch. 
 
“Where’re you going?” Eric muttered, rolling over. He watched her lower back as she stood, escaped the gravity of his heat. 
“I have to leave,” she said.
“Why? Did you have another dream?”
“Sorry, Eric. It’s over.”
“You’re not going to start this again now are you? Jesus, it’s three in the morning.”
 
She didn’t respond. The voice—it had been real. She knew it was just a dream, but somehow, she felt as if he’d reached her through the dream. There had been no word from Mick in the last few months. FRINGE claimed that they had delivered her messages, but he hadn’t responded. He didn’t have to, after all. And so had begun her guilt, for she felt he somehow knew. But tonight—the dream—he’d been calling to her, telling her he knew what she was doing, that he wouldn’t be able to take it. 
 
I have to tell him when he gets back. There’s no other way to stop this. 
 
She quickly ferreted her underwear and bra out from under a pile of clothes, pulled on a pair of jeans and a top, grabbed her car keys from the dresser.
 
“Go ahead. Leave. He’s in fucking space, Karen. He’s gone. He’ll always be in space.” 
 
She ignored him, the hint of anger rising in his voice. 
 
“I already booked the fucking hotel for Thursday,” he said. 
 
Saying anything, anything at all, will keep you here. Just leave, leave and don’t look at him.
 
“We’ve been together for what—four months?—and you can’t even tell me you love me? And now you’re gonna leave again in the middle of the night?” He stood up, threw the blanket to the floor. In his boxers, he raced to the door, barring her exit.
 
“Stop it. Move!” she said. Her hands attempted to pry him off the door, but his will was implacable.
“Would you quiet down? You had another nightmare, give it a minute, let it fade. What is this, the third time this week? I told you you’d better see a damn doctor, get on some—”
“I don’t want any fucking pills!” she yelled, drawing back her right arm and punching him in the shoulder. “Do you want to lose your job, lose everything? Let me out of here.”
“C’mon baby, please. Stop, calm down. You’re going to wake people up, get us kicked out.”
“I want to get kicked out, don’t you get it? I’m done,” she said, starting to sob. She fell against his knees. 
“Get up,” he said.
 
She sat on the floor, tears running, Mick’s face mixing into her journey of lust, his voice loud at first, then muffled, not so real as she’d believed.  Eric bent down, turned her face, wiped her cheek. She didn’t look at him.
 
“Come back to bed,” he whispered. She knew she couldn’t fight him. He was too strong. And he wouldn’t fight back. He was everything Mick wasn’t—dependable, calm, non-violent. 
 
 That’s not true—Mick used to be those things—he did. She couldn’t really remember though: Are you sure? Can you remember well enough to say that?
 
Eric leaned down. He kissed her cheek, under her eye, down toward her lips. Warmth flushed through her body. Her lips met his lips, her tongue his—god, why can’t I escape this? Why don’t I care enough?
 
Eric pulled her up, pressed his stomach into her, grabbed her waist, threw her down onto the bed. He pushed her legs back, leaned his face down over her, stared into her eyes, grabbing her jaw so she couldn’t look away:
 
“I’m not going to let anything happen to you. Do you hear me?”
 
She stayed silent. A final tear made its way into her mouth.
 
“Do you understand?” he said, pushing his weight down on her, his musk into her nose.
“Yes,” she trembled, “yes.”
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“Hello? What the hell happened?” Axa said. The entire crew gathered around FOD, his hood down, his face luminous under the dining hall lights.
“Sorry,” FOD said.
 
Do not mention the true nature of the Utopias. I know it tempts you, but you’ll ruin her only hope. Nothing else exists for a sexbot in the universe.
 
I’m done. Get out of my head. 
 
If you do, I will prevent your trip home. That should be good enough a threat, yes?
 
Fuck you.
 
“Well?” Axa asked, perplexed.
“Yes, well?” XJ repeated after her. “I’d like to know when we rendezvous with Sera.”
“XJ—how many times—I’ve been trying to tell him, over and over, but he just doesn’t seem to understand that she’s—” Mick cut GR off:
“Soon. You’ll see her soon, okay?”
“Thanks Mick. Will we have enough time to play our game of chess? I’m afraid that—spacequake—destroyed our setup.”
“Of course,” Mick smiled. XJ released a familiar curl of smoke from his neck. He turned to FOD, as did everyone else, looking for an explanation of what had happened, and where they were now. 
“I’ll give you the bad news first. We’ve got a taint.”
“Who?” Axa asked. 
“You…” FOD said, his deep eyes drilling into her. “And I’d prefer you were dead and ejected than on my ship. But he won’t go for that.”
 
Axa looked at Mick.
 
“That’s impossible, I only did the usual—”
“They activated your taint when they kidnapped you so they could collect an additional bounty, after they raped you.”
 
Where’s your filter god damn it?
 
I am the only unfiltered truth left to mankind. 
 
“Where’s Sera?”
“She’s dead—they killed her,” GR blurted. 
“GR!” XJ squealed. “How dare you!”
“She is dead. He’ll forget again though. They’ve had too long a relationship—his AM is too bad—he can’t retain that she’s gone.”
“But Mick, you just said—” XJ said.
“I wasn’t lying either, was I FOD?” Mick turned to FOD.
“No, he’s not lying. You’ll see her soon.”
“You’re a liar, GR. I’ll say, your AM gets worse and worse all the time. And you talk about mine. No wonder you never play chess with me.”
FOD said to Axa, “We boarded their ship, the bounty hunters. I was taking care of everything. She didn’t listen, came aboard, got herself killed.”
“She did it to save you,” Mick said. 
“She should have listened. She’d be alive,” FOD returned coldly.
“Who are they talking about now?” XJ asked GR. 
“Don’t know, ” he replied.
 
They’re both deteriorating fast. Does the .HUM erode?
 
No, the .HUM’s in their memory. The alzeimagnetism affects their electromagnetic neural pathways. Their original consciousness, as it was when the .HUM was taken, is intact in there somewhere.
 
“She was tainted, and by then, so were you. We had a tail before we laid you down in the infirmary. A UCA battalion tail.”
Axa moaned, grabbing at her stomach. 
“You okay?” Mick asked.
“Fine.”
“You’re lucky. This ship has one hell of an infirmary station. Top of the line. The UCA spared no expense,” FOD said.
“Did you leave her behind?”
“No. We dropped her body off. I was paid to protect her. My last ties to human formality nearly got us killed,” FOD said. “I thought of killing you. But I’m responsible for you now, and so you’re still alive.”
“What do you mean, responsible for her?” Mick said. Puzzled, he looked to Axa. “Do you know what he’s talking about?”
“I think so.”
“I’m the reason she’s out here,” FOD said. 
“How’s that?” Mick asked.
 
XJ and GR walked off, distracted by some plan XJ cooked up whereby they would repair The Great Auk’s engine.
 
“You know I sent a body, from one of the organ worlds. Untraceable, after I circmodded him. He took her with him.”
“Why?”
“I have a permit, I got him off world, past security checks at the system edge,” Axa said. 
“This ship, The Great Auk, has been the primary investment of the UCA military for the past six years. There was an entire moon dedicated to its creation and testing. I stole the ship, obliterated every record and person who worked on it. That’s why we’re alive now.”
“I don’t understand,” Axa replied.
“They bombed us. It was their only way to destroy me. A Q-bomb—a force you can’t imagine. The only contingencies this ship has for such an attack are untested—or, were untested: entangled particle .HUM transfer, or, what we successfully used to escape: wormhole generation.”
“Wormhole generation? I’ve never heard of that,” Axa said.
“Welcome,” Mick said.
“We escaped. They killed themselves for no reason. But there’s no reason to cheer.”
“We’re alive and going to Utopia, right? That’s reason enough for me,” she said.
 
Mick looked around, out the black portholes, to the blanket of stars surrounding them: What are you getting at?
 
FOD looked at him: I didn’t have time to input coordinates for the wormhole’s destination. 
 
“Fuck,” Mick said. He slammed the table. “For what?” he screamed at the ceiling.
 
You turn to god? That is man’s oldest lie—sorry— lie is a misnomer: evolutionary stepping-stone. The mythemes served their purpose for a time. The better for humanity to spread, consume, in tight, rationalized conformity.
 
“What is it?” asked Axa.
“He understands that we didn’t land where we should have. In fact, there are a million preferable places we could have arrived. We landed in the precise worst-case scenario. Still, I’m pretty determined. We’ll make a fine last run.”
 
Where? Where’d we end up? Where are we?
 
“We are in the Block.”
“Block?” Mick replied. 
 
Doesn’t sound as bad as he’s making it out to be.
 
It’s worse.
 
“That can’t be real—the galaxy? The Block galaxy—is real?”
“And we’re near its core, honey,” FOD said. 
 
This place has reached even her sex-ridden waystation in M82. All know it—fear it.  
 
Tell me you fuck. 
 
“My, Axa. You are beautiful. If I were to—one last time,” FOD said. He looked at her, her gentle, warm body. Her dark eyes watched him in horror, pondering not the absurdity of his advance, but what her imagination had conjured at the mention of the Block.
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The kitchen was cleared, dishes away, the sink dripping. Mick walked over to it, turned the faucet all the way off. He dimmed the kitchen light, preparing to return to couch, where Karen and the kids had already snuggled up, a movie paused. It was another one of the superhero ones that Christopher loved and Mick couldn’t stand. Karen didn’t seem to mind either way, so long as they were all surrounding her. Selby wagged his tail, stood from the rug in the living room, then went out to see what was taking Mick so long. 
“Popcorn’s out here, dad,” Christopher called.
“Yea Dad, popcorn’s out here,” James echoed his brother.
Selby looked up at Mick, wagging his tail. He watched his companion, stilled, reading a card.
 
“What’s this?” Mick said, half out loud.
“Come on, it’s going to be too late to start it,” Karen called back. She wanted to feel him, to remember how real he was. He had only gotten home a week ago, and she knew she would have to tell him. She just couldn’t do it yet. Things would never be the same once she did, and it was a time to be selfish, to pretend, to go back in time, and to have her family, all of it, intact and happy, for just a short while longer. 
 
“What the hell is—Karen?” Mick said louder, anger entering into his voice. 
 
He’d told her upon coming home what he had decided on the trip—he would give it all up. The time away was too much. It was those words that had hurt her the most. How was I supposed to know? I could only go by the facts—the fact that I was going to be living alone for the rest of my life, and see my husband once every three years, three months at a time. She’d convinced herself: The times have changed, but I’m a Nantucket whaler’s wife. There’s no real difference. She’d told herself: There is a difference—they had wooden knobs, you have Eric. But again Mick’s proclamation had been the hope her heart had long ago repressed—he’d opened up about his anger issues, expressed an interest to work on them. He’d said he didn’t want to miss out on his kids’ lives anymore. How was I to know?
 
She stood up from the couch, pushing James aside, leaving the cushion of their soft arms and legs. In the dim kitchen glow she saw a sight to paralyze her: Mick held in his hand a piece of plastic. Before he could say a word, she knew his onslaught would prevent her from formulating a lie—it came too quick, too powerfully.
 
“Eric Reynolds? What the hell is Eric’s plastic doing here?” Mick said, his volume elevating, his tone deteriorating.
She tried hard to sound normal, “Paperwork. He had paperwork for me to sign.” The children already cowered in fright next to Selby, who had retreated. Though their father had been away for several years, they hadn’t forgotten his rage, or the sudden rise of it. 
“Paperwork?” he said.
“Yea, from the night at Fedeli’s,” she said.
“Yea?” he said, testing her bait.
“I told him to come do it here, I couldn’t leave the kids. He left that—I’ve been meaning to call him, I just haven’t remembered.”
“Christopher,” Mick said, staring out to his son from across the dark room.
 
Scared, the boy didn’t respond immediately. The direction of Mick’s increasing anger transferred to his child:
 
“Christopher, you answer when I talk to you—do you understand?” Mick shouted.
“Yes dad.”
“Was Eric Reynolds at the house?”
 
Mick watched Karen’s reaction; she turned immediately to her son.
 
“Don’t fucking lie to me Christopher. Turn around Karen, what’s the matter?” he went on, stepping forward.
“I don’t remember,” Christopher sobbed. His mother had given him enough of a look to let him know in an instant: lie for me. He had interpreted it as lie, or else Dad will hurt us, maybe kill us.
“What do you mean you don’t know?” he said, an urge rising in him to take his son and lift him up by the neck. He refrained—he wouldn’t start his home stretch off that way. He’d never really hit his kids—nothing he couldn’t justify.
“Was he here or not?” Mick said, softer, lowering his tone. Karen knew the edge in it though—it was as dangerous, if not more, than his roar.
“I don’t think so,” Christopher said. “He might have been.”
“Go to your room, get to your god damn room. Both of you.”
“I didn’t do anything,” cried James. He moved his small body away from the dog.
“You’re going to cry now?” Mick charged.
“Mommy!” screamed James.
“I’ll give you something to cry about,” Mick said. Karen stopped him by the shoulder.
“Are you lying to me?” he said, pausing, looking into her soul.
“No, no, no,” she moaned. “You’re imagining it.”
“I’m not imagining this,” he said, throwing the card to the floor.
 
The kids raced up the stairs, the joy of their movie, their family time, forgotten. The wholeness, the security, the resumed strength of the Comptons as a solitary unit shattered in as much time as it took for their father to discover the evidence of their mother’s infidelity. Darkness filled their minds, hopelessness. The end of all things had come into their home, and it was eating their father alive. They couldn’t explain why, but they could understand the fear—the fear lit their muscles and brains. Atop the stairs they listened:
 
“You stay right here, you know why?” Mick said.
“Please Mick, calm down,” she pleaded, managing to stop her tears.
“Sit down in the chair,” he pointed.
“What are you going to do?” she asked, wiping her mouth.
“Sit the fuck down!” he yelled.
 
He grabbed her arm tight, without caution or concern, and throttled her down into the chair. 
 
“I’m calling Eric. He better, and I mean he better have the same story,” Mick said.
“It’s eleven o’clock Mick,” Karen said. 
“I don’t give a shit if it’s three in the morning. I’m calling now.”
 
Karen tried to decide how to handle it: should she arm herself? Pick up a kitchen knife while he dialed? No—she brought this on herself. She could save the children. Maybe he wouldn’t pick up?
 
Mick dialed. She could hear the muted ringing. Riiing. Riiing. Riiing. Riiing. Riiing.
 
“Hello?”
“Eric, Karen told me she had to clear some things up with you about Fedeli’s,” Mick said.
“Mick, hey. Yea, a while back we did that.” 
“Oh really? A while back? When was it?” Mick said, trying to keep his tone in check. He turned, glaring at Karen, his fists balled.
“Oh, I don’t remember man. After you left. After it happened. What’s going on?”
“I was just concerned about you coming over my house after I left. I mean, you wouldn’t do something like that, would you? Coming over to sign some papers?” Mick said.
“No, of course not Mick. She came to the office, always out here. It’s business, you know. We’re best friends Mick. Mick?” said Eric, but the line had gone dead.
 
The boys’ bodies rattled, the dog’s ears shot up in alarm, as a phone exploded in the kitchen below, shattering in a million pieces. They heard shards of plastimetal sliding, tracked their individual movements across the floor. Heard paintings shatter, smash, and fall down from the walls. Why? Why does this have to happen? Why does he have to destroy everything, why does he have to ruin everything, why does he have to hurt us, when he says he’ll do anything for us? That he loves us? Christopher could only spew questions—the darkness forbade any form of answer.
 
“He’s dead,” Mick said, grabbing his Mustang keys.
“It was a mistake Mick,” Karen pleaded, crying again.
“I don’t give a damn,” Mick said.
“Well you should—you’re frightening your sons,” Karen replied, summoning her last strength to stand up against her powerful husband.
“This guy has been in our fucking house Karen!”
“I know that, but you can’t go after him.”
 “I’m done with this—I’m taking care of this myself.”
“Don’t go Mick!” Karen sobbed. Her voice trembled.
“Get the god damn kids to bed. Stop crying. It’s always more of the same with you. He comes into my house? I’m going snap his fucking neck.”
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“Who’s there?” Eric said, groggy. “Hello?”
“Open the door,” Mick said.
“Mick? Is everything okay?”
 
Eric’s phone buzzed. Someone was calling. He glanced at the clock: it was nearly midnight.
 
“Hold on one second Mick,” he said. “Hello?”
“Eric, he’s coming, I had to tell you, I don’t know what he’ll do,” Karen said.
The door broke down, Mick stood over its splintered frame. Eric dropped the phone and stared at the wildest face he had ever seen. Dark, bearded, and mad, Mick ran at him. Eric backed up, half-awake. He tripped over a bar stool and banged his head.
 
“Did you fuck my wife?” Mick said, dropping his body onto Eric. Eric reached to his side, Mick slammed down. “Going to pull a gun on me? Your best friend?”
“Mick—you have to understand—we have to talk this through.”
“That’s a yes?”
 
Mick didn’t allow a response. He lifted Eric up by his throat, twisted, then slammed his body through the glass coffee table. Long after Eric’s heart stopped beating, Mick pounded his fists into his face, until the blood running over his fingers was equally mixed with his own sweat and tears. Lights flashed through the broken door behind—red and blue. Traditional UCA law enforcement colors. He collapsed. Is this the meaning of my existence? Torture? The voice of Eric Reynolds father replied: You torture yourself Mick. I gave you a choice. You had a shot, and you didn’t take it.
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The The Great Auk sped toward a black obelisk that filled the horizon.
“Pull it up yourself Mick,” FOD instructed, walking to the cockpit. He strapped himself in and kicked The Greak Auk into gear. Mick pulled himself to the nearest wall terminal, swiped his fingers. Axa huddled behind him, watching.
The entry appeared: 
THE BLOCK ZONE: The Block zone, or Vital Extraction Center, consists of a series of detention centers used for the collection of organic matter essential to the creation of human life and health. The UCA initiated the construction of the Vital Extraction Center under the Genetic Betterment branch of its Fundamental Math and Sciences Association (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). The block is known as the foremost wonder of the M82 galaxy, and the universe, as it consumes a space equivalent to that of seventy-five solar systems (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further). Originally the size of a moon in 3740, the year of its creation, the venture soon increased profitability by ten-thousand times its original worth, and expanded in an exponential fashion, supplemented by numerous private corporate entities (This sentence has been flagged as insubstantial and opinionated, and should be researched further).
            
Some terrorist sects, namely the Force of Darkness, have compared the Block zone to “ultimate form of torture,” citing its extraction methods as “evil incarnate.” Despite the misinformation spread by the Force of Darkness, the contiguous stretch of the block zone continues to grow.
Mick backed away from the screen, sped toward the cabin. In the cockpit viewscreen was the obelisk, crawling from one side of visible space to the other, no way around its mass.
 
“What is it?”
“Didn’t you read?”
“Yea, it’s all bullshit. What is it really?” 
“Do you know what the best source of organic molecular compounds most directly suitable for humans is?”
 
Fill me in…
 
“Humans. Do you know how to make it more effective?”
“How?”
“Keep them alive, thinking, emotionally charged. Develop an entire branch of military devoted to gathering more raw resources.”
“But this thing, its endless,” Mick said, staring again at the incomprehensible, unlit form that blocked out all starlight.
“It’s the all-purpose human depot. Human anything, at the cheapest prices. If you’re poor, and can’t afford an organ body dedicated to you, made exactly from your own genes, then you’ll always be able to shop here.”
“My god,” Axa said. 
“Eyes, skin, brain, slaves, torture victims, whatever your delight is.”
“How is this allowed?”
“This? Do you mean how is the most profitable factory in the known history of the universe allowed to thrive? Do you have to ask that, Mick?”
“It’s the—”
“The human factory farm. And we’re riding in with a taint.”
“Can’t we get around?”
“Nope. We can’t do anything. They’re pulling us in. Directional gravity.”
“No!” Axa cried.
“They’ll be on us in a minute, maybe ten.”
 
FOD stood up from his cockpit chair. He looked at Mick with tired eyes. He’d been fighting the corruption for too long. A fatigue, inexorable, intonated in his voice:
 
“You’re the only one who can leave. Through the entangled particle transfer.”
“Use the damn wormhole generator,” Mick said.
“Hah!” FOD said. He walked out of the cabin as two blips appeared on the radar. “It’s gone. One time use. Requires a fuel cell that never had more than one production run. Do you know what they’re going to do to us if we transfer—me and her?”
“But you’re not tainted,” Mick argued, trailing him out of the room as more blips filled the radar screen.
“I know, but it doesn’t matter. They know the contingencies now. Every .HUM with a plant that we transfer—tainted or not—will be scanned, scrutinized, mapped. They’ll take every last bit of me, and then they’ll wipe me. They’ll torture me first. And her,” he said, looking to Axa, whose starving eyes teared.
“So what then? I transfer and what?”
“You go unnoticed for a little longer, an unidentifiable .HUM file, no plant signature. You’ll be like a million other files on their system.”
“What the hell can I do as a .HUM?”
“Hope that you go unnoticed long enough to transfer into a body.”
“You want me to disappear, and hope I reappear in some other body?” he repeated.
“Unless you want to go in there,” FOD said, turning to the cockpit window and the colossal Block. “You have to trust me. I planned for this.”
“What about us?” Axa asked. 
“We die before they get to us.”
 
Axa turned and left the room. Mick heard her sobs, but could do nothing to prevent or console them. 
 
“Can’t we fight them?”
“There’s nothing Mick—nothing at all that we can do.”
“What about XJ and GR? I promised I’d take them to Utopia for Sera.”
“That’s a pipe-dream, nothing more. It means nothing. And it can’t be done now.”
“Well what good are you then, with all your fancy words and ships, what the hell good are you?” Mick cursed into his stony eyes. FOD reached back and pulled his hood over his head.
“Now I need you to promise me something,” he said. 
 
Mick backed up, braced himself against the wall, felt the ancient swell of rage burning in his chest. The undeniable impossibility of his hope had been fragile, easy to destroy. Somehow he’d kept it alive. Now it had shattered irreparably. 
 
Karen, I’m not going to make it. I’m not coming home after all. I have to tell you something, so that you can hear me. I need you to know, I wanted more than anything in the world to start over. To live open, honest. To communicate. To grow, to love, to share our dreams. To better myself, using my past as my teacher. It took me too long. I was blinded by ambition, my drive…I know now what matters most, and it is too late. I cannot right the wrongs. I cannot forgive you, and you cannot forgive me. But through the span of space and time, I need you to know—I love you. Christopher, I love you. James, I love you. Selby, I love you. Goodbye.
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Karen awoke with a start, checked her wallscreen for the latest FRINGE news—nothing.
 
Mick had disappeared weeks ago, without a trace. Some said he’d gone on a smuggling run to raise money to buy out the judge. Others said he’d split altogether to live on some fringe colony, totally forget his life back home. Karen refused to believe he would abandon them for good. Something told her they would somehow be together, that somehow everything would right itself. Despite the evidence, and all signs pointing to the truth that he’d left, hope held out. He’d escaped from prison, that much was certain. The last they’d talked, through the bars of the UCA penitentiary, he’d been a picture of emptiness—a blank stare his only expression. It was as if he couldn’t grasp what he’d done, what she’d done, what had become of his once beautiful life. His hopes, dreams, spirit, had been gone. She’d tried—she’d said that he shouldn’t beat himself up. That it was her fault. That it was the rewiring, and that with the right appeal, he’d get off. He hadn’t bought it.
 
She laid her head back down on the pillow and stared at the clock. Four thirty in the morning. The endless insomnia. But something happened—she fell asleep. It was the first time in nearly a month. And then it came.
 
She looked down. Against her skin was the silken fall of her golden dress, the one she’d worn the night she first met Mick. She was standing in a hall of dancers, under elegant light, stirring with optimism. There was the scent of flowers, the glow of candles adorning the walls, the sound of chamber music pouring through each soul.
 
There in the crowd before her, the mass of entwined arms, splitting through them, came a dark, handsome man. At first the face was blurred, unrecognizable. Then, in the next instant, it was Mick: his eyes full of vigor, hope, luster. He opened his mouth but did not speak; instead he leant in, breathed against her neck, rubbed his nose along it, and took her hand. Silently, neither of them able to speak, they waltzed into the center of the dance hall. All the others vanished. The lights diminished, and after the gold candles disappeared there was nothing but blackness. And then stars appeared, filling the ceiling, popping into focus one at a time, then in clusters. The music carried on but there were no longer any players, no longer anyone else. She felt his tight muscles, the pull of his arm, the strength of his back. He moved in close and kissed her. She closed her eyes, just to be sure it was all real, and then reopened them. When she did, he stood still before her, the same as before, smiling now. 
 
“I want you to know something,” he said to her.
“We’ve just met—what could you have to tell me?” she replied, unaware of the future they shared.
“That I love you,” he said.
“But we—” she said again, but then it clicked: she remembered who he was: she saw their wedding, the lines of her white gown and the cheering children; the pastoral scene behind them, and in front an orange sun setting over waves. She saw the birth of their children, each one, beautiful, faces that flashed in her mind. The scars materialized—she realized, staring at this man, what he would put her through. She heard the screams, the pounding fist, the shattering plates. She closed her eyes. It doesn’t matter, does it?
Or should I run?
Run, run! Something inside her begged for her to run from him—to depart, to prevent his spell, to find a different future.
 
You cannot run. There is no choice. He is your soul mate. Each part of him. He has already given it to you.
 
She opened her eyes and Mick was gone, but she still danced, and someone still held her close, but more tightly than ever before. She spied the shaggy haired boy before her, his chin whiskerless, his smile more goofy than ever, but as recognizable as ever: it was still him, he was a child. Looking down, her dress was gone, and she wore the old blue frock given to her by her aunt that she’d been forced to wear to school once a week. She hated it. She was ten years old, and so was he.
“What’s happening?”
“I have to say goodbye,” Mick said. “I’m saying it now, before all of the bad stuff happened. I needed to say it before. I didn’t know how, but I’m saying it now. Goodbye. I love you. I never meant for anything bad to happen. I made mistakes, and I wanted to learn from them, and to make everything right. This is the best I can do.”
 
His boyish cheeks turned red, as if he was embarrassed. She didn’t want him to feel that—all she knew was that she didn’t want him to feel that way. 
 
“But we’re just kids, growing up in a messed up world. You did what you had to, but you loved us. I know you did. I’ll always be here, and I’ll always love you.”
“You’re my best friend.” 
“Don’t go yet!” she said as he pulled away. The images of the dance hall started to reform—the players, the music, the dresses, the food, the flowers, the candles, the excitement and the noise.
 
She watched the V of his back as he disappeared into the crowd of dancers. She raced in, excusing herself as she pushed everyone aside to reach him. 
 
 “Mick!” she called, over and over, as the faces around her looked away, oblivious in their ecstasy.
 
 



70
 
Send us all. We can make it.

 
Mick stared at FOD, waiting for a response, unsure if it would arrive telepathically or aloud.
 
“Can’t, just won’t work,” he said. Axa came close to them, leaned in with her tense body.
“I don’t want to die. Please. I never cared before, never cared. But you got me into this, you brought me out here, made it so that I do care now. I want to get to Utopia.” She looked into FOD’s eyes, expecting him to act like a god, to flick the blips off the radar with a flick of his finger. 
“I’m sorry. You’ll never see Utopia. There is nothing that can be done.”
“Send us all through the fucking particle transmission!” Mick roared. 
He struck at FOD. FOD nearly fell, then righted himself and stared back, unflinching, affirming with his eyes alone what he’d already made clear.
“Why not?”
“No .HUM is without a plant, except yours.”
“It’s worth a shot.”
“No. It’s not a shot. It’s certain torture, painful suffering, for the longest duration imaginable.”
 
Mick stopped, backed off. I don’t understand. 
 
You will. You must do this. If I sent our .HUMs along with you, the UCA decryption field would reverse the scramble, intercept everyone but you. Then you’d hear about our fates on the Universe Media Line. Is that how you’d like to remember this?
 Axa went to the cockpit window.
“You must promise me something,” FOD said. 
“Everyone has broken their promises to me. Everyone is asking me to promise them something.”
“Promise me you’ll travel here—” FOD said, and he took out a small screwdriver of plastisteel. Mick looked at it with confusion.
“What the fuck is that?” Mick asked. 
“Hold still,” FOD said, pushing the tip of the device against the back of Mick’s head. It made a small whine then drove into his skull.
“Fuck…”  
“You have the coordinates memorized now. When you wake up, there will be a ship. Take it. You’ll need to go to the first location, get the fuel cell for the G10. The second is my lab—no one will be able to track you there. You’ll be able to set the ignition time, that will give you enough time to get back to the T-jump station, which is the last set of coordinates.”
“You want me to blow the universe apart?”
“I want you to hit reset. We didn’t work out.” FOD turned away, he couldn’t watch; the fate of twenty years of activism, and his final measure of justice, rested in the hands of a foreigner, both of space and time. “Here,” he continued. He handed Mick the plastic containing all the UCD he had. “More than enough for your T-jump. More than enough for a million.”
 
It’s not the future you want. But it will be preventable. And in this world, deep down inside, you know he’s right. It has to be done. Mankind has become a mass generator of suffering for the sake of ignorant bliss. 
 
FOD interrupted: We are an abomination. We do not need to feel shame for what we’ve become, but we have to take responsibility. Thousands of years have proven we can’t do it. But here we are. You have one last chance to do it.
 
I’ll do it.
 
I knew you would.
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Mick wandered down to the hull bay. He heard Axa scream and run back to meet FOD somewhere near the galley. She yelled something about the UCA fleet, that it had encircled them. 
 
“She’s all fired up, Mick,” FOD called over the com.  
“Be right there,” he replied. He stepped down three metal grate stairs, turned around a cargo box, and saw a table. Spread out on it were chess pieces, brown and tan, made of wood—XJ’s prized possession. On one side, sitting on a crate, was GR. He clicked, sounded a series of beeps, and moved his queen into a position to attack XJ’s king.
“Just what I intended, GR. Precisely what I intended,” XJ hooted. Steam, as if in direct correlation to his glee, spouted from his neck. He reached hastily for his knight, which GR had neglected to notice had snaked between his king and queen. “A fork. You must deal with that GR, if you don’t want to give up.”
“That’s a nasty trick. And you don’t understand why I won’t play with you? Sometimes I wonder—I wonder if you’re faking the alzeimagnetism, if you’ve been faking it all along. How else could you continue to play such shrewd chess?”
“Alzei-nothing. Alzei-nothing, my friend.” XJ smiled, turned to Mick. “Have a seat Mick.”
“I can’t XJ. I have to go.”
 
Mick knelt by the board, eye-level with the droids. 
 
“Are you sure? This will be over in a moment.”
“I see that. You’re doing a great job. You know that? Both of you guys.”
“Mick, I am certain there is a lie in this robot,” GR said. “He claims ignorance one minute, and then, the next, he is operating at ten trillion processing parameters per millisecond. I just don’t understand sometimes.”
“Me too,” Mick said. He reached out, touched the cold steel of XJ’s hand, half-expecting warmth. The cold met his heat, and they drew closer to each other’s temperature. His other hand extended to GR. “It’s been really nice getting to know you. I’m sorry I couldn’t get you where she wanted. I’m sorry I couldn’t make it happen.”
“Mick, don’t be silly. Why, you’re leaking! GR, get a towel,” XJ ordered.
“No, I’m fine. I am.” He wiped away his tears.
“Well hurry back then. And tell Sera we’re waiting for her.”
“I wonder—maybe you are on to something, XJ. Maybe she is coming.”
“She’ll be here. And I’ll play you before I go to sleep, okay?”
“It’s a deal Mick.”
 
Mick walked away, and already GR started to bicker about losing his queen. 
 
Clank. Clank. Clank. Mick ascended the stairs.
“Hey Mick—” XJ called.
“Yea?” he turned, wiping his eye before he was grilled for leaking again.
 
XJ’s eyes lit up and a stereo recording played from his head:“Everybody’s gree-heen, because I’m the one who won your love.”

 
“Do you know that song Mick?” XJ asked.
“You had it on when you told me what year it was. I didn’t believe you, did I?”
“No you didn’t. The Beatles, Mick. They’re called The Beatles.”
“I’ll have to look them up.”
 
FOD appeared in the hall. “Now or never. Come on.”
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Mick walked past the infirmary station into a small chamber with a head-mounted display. He put it on after FOD’s instruction. 
 
“This won’t hurt a bit,” said FOD. 
 
Mick looked down at his hands, his arms, his legs. To his side was a cabinet panel; he peered into his reflection, gazing for the last time at his own body. A dark, hairy, haggard face stared back. The look was exhaustion. 
 
How could hope still burn in that face?
 
“Occupying a cellbot is just like what you’re already used to, nothing will be awkward or strange, you’ll just look different. You’ll be a little stronger. A lot stronger.”
 
A siren sounded from the cabin.
 
“That’ll be five thousand meters,” he said calmly. 
 
He’s so unafraid of death, even in the face of not knowing if everything he’s worked for will even happen.
 
You’re right. I am unafraid. Do you know the reason I spout ancient poetry, as you call it?
 
No—why?
 
Because it was the closest to self-truth man ever came. Today, it is gone. Replaced by the invisible force.
 
Mick watched Axa lie flat on the metal floor of the corridor, eyes closed, arms over her head. Turbulence rocked the ship.
 
Do you know there’s even a poem for such a parting as this?
 
All of it?
 
Listen close, close your eyes, and go: I leant upon a coppice gate when Frost was spectre-gray, and Winter's dregs made desolate the weakening eye of day. The tangled bine-stems scored the sky like strings of broken lyres, and all mankind that haunted nigh had sought their household fires. The land's sharp features seemed to be the Century's corpse outleant, his crypt the cloudy canopy, the wind his death-lament. The ancient pulse of germ and birth was shrunken hard and dry, and every spirit upon earth seemed fervourless as I. At once a voice arose among the bleak twigs overhead in a full-hearted evensong of joy illimited; An aged thrush, frail, gaunt, and small, in blast-beruffled plume, had chosen thus to fling his soul upon the growing gloom. So little cause for carolings of such ecstatic sound was written on terrestrial things afar or nigh around, that I could think there trembled through his happy good-night air some blessed Hope, whereof he knew and I was unaware. 
 



73
 
A thousand dreams passed in the blink of an eye. All of human emotion and history. Then nothingness, just the poem. 
 
He awoke, looked down, and saw someone else’s hand where his should have been. There, in its place, was a robotic hand. He stood up inside a high tube next to a console station. He looked around at an empty warehouse. Then he saw it—a ship, just like FOD had said. It was another light-class, but somehow, as futuristic as it was to him, he recognized something about it—the exterior was all black, without a notch or any other kind of identifying mark. That son of a bitch. He did have one last contingency plan. 
 
Mick stepped forward, new power in his gait. Next to the ship, on a broad computer table, lay a set of keys. He grabbed them, climbed aboard, and started to test the throttle and navigation display.
 
“This is the computer. Please enter your coordinates.”
“This is Mick. I’m a thousand year old hunk of meat looking to get home. What do you say we hit the trails?”
“That did not register, please repeat.”
“2.56743 x 2.2113042 x d7 o 9.12 {0.0011138},” he said from memory.
“Coordinates received. Prepare to enter space.”
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FOD descended the stairs quickly, metal clanking under his feet. He felt tired, ready to go. He’d done everything he could—the rest, he was powerless over. 
 
“Boys,” FOD said. 
“Oh, it’s you,” GR said. 
“Don’t know what to make of him, do you?” XJ asked his friend.
“You were the one who said that—those are your words,” GR replied.
“Have you seen Mick? He’s supposed to play me next,” XJ asked. 
“He’s waiting for you to make your move,” FOD said, pointing at XJ’s pieces. XJ had to make one single pawn movement, and the game would end in checkmate. 
 
XJ reached out, grabbed the pawn, slid it across the wood grain, then looked up and smiled.
 
FOD extended both of his arms, pistols in his hands. The droids’ slumped to the floor. A wailing came from the corridor behind him. He turned, then slowly traced his way back to Axa. She was still lying against the cold steel. 
 
A loud crash shook the ship, the first wave of weaponry hitting the near-field disintegrators. FOD sat down. 
 
“Do you know, as a child, I was once optimistic about our species?” he said, smiling. Axa looked up from between her arms, wondering why he bothered to speak at all. They would soon be dead. “I did. I saw the best in people. In my childhood stories they called all people, all animals, all life—friends. Each was a friend. When I hardened into a man, the cover was pulled, thread by thread, until I understood. I understood what it all meant. Was it ever that way? The way the stories and poems say it was? If it was, I cannot say. History does not go that far back.”
 
Another rocket blasted into the near-field disintegrator, rocking FOD over. He landed next to Axa on the floor. He stared at her beautiful face, its perfect form, symmetrical, designed by humans, for humans, to be the epitome of salable beauty. 
 
“You, me. We are products of human thought.”
 
He reached his hand out, touched her. She was surprised to find that it was warm. She had expected his touch to be equivalent to his gaze, his distant, cold appearance. He took off his robe, exposing his bare chest, his legs. He moved on top of her. She could not help it—she pulled his warm pseudoskin down into her. 
 
“There was once a thin veneer between us and primitive animals. We strengthened it, thickened it, so much that it became something more than a veneer. It became a set of blinders, so severe, that there could not be conceived a connection from us to any other creature. Finally, from us to even ourselves. All of it was lost. The falcon could no longer hear the falconer. The centre could no longer hold.”
“Please, kiss me,” Axa said. He was the last thing that could ever happen to her. 
“Just so much honor, when thou yield’st to me, will waste, as this flea’s death took life from thee.”
 
He drove into her, ripping her clothes away, drowning in her legs, locked into her calm eyes as the walls of the ship exploded. Their mouths shared in each other’s, and then the freezing vacuum of space. 
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“You have arrived at your destination,” said the computer.
“Thanks,” Mick replied. “What’s your name?”
“I am UCA ship-comproc 11.3112.”
“Comproc. I like it,” Mick said. He grabbed a pistol from the cockpit and stepped down to the landing. 
 
Family. Tunnel vision for them. That’s it. Kill whomever, whatever else you see.
 
After entering the fuel facility, a clerk came up to Mick. 
 
“Sir, I will need to see some identification,” said a young woman.
“Here.” He raised his pistol, firing into her mouth. He moved past before the blood could pool.
 
A guard rushed out from by the elevator. “Stop right there!”
 
Mick fired again. The guard fell. Room 13—it was all somehow in Mick’s memory. He reached the large metal panel in front of the door, punched in a code. The door whizzed open, and he saw the fuel cells. Bright orange, smoke rising from them. Cold. He grabbed one and returned to Comproc. A scientist stood by the door, examining it, looking for some sign of affiliation. 
 
“You won’t find it, she’s a black hull,” he said. With a low buzzing thunder, he shot and killed the scientist.  “Comproc, break planetside please.”
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The black hull light-class cruised through a long, rippling plume of spacedust. In the viewscreen, Mick watched a tiny moon enlarge. Ominously radiating behind it was a purple gas giant. Mick double-checked the coordinates FOD had given him.
 
“Take her down,” he told the computer. The ship, already in descent, ignored his command. The port windows frosted as the ship dove through a thin layer of lunar atmosphere. 
 
“Landing imminent, remain locked in position,” said Comproc. 
“In position,” Mick said. 
 
One more stop after this. The final steps. In my wake a deluge of destroyed promises. I, I am the only one left.
 
The ship hit dusty soil, releasing a wave of debris into low gravity. The hull door opened at the rear of the ship and Mick walked out, pistol drawn. In front of him was a metallic hut carved from the side of a sandstone crater. He reached some silver inlaid steps, hopped down, and ventured through a door that emptied him into blackness. 
 
He didn’t say there’d be no lights.
 
Working from the starlight that had followed him down the stairs, Mick searched for a switch. He found several knobs, hit them. Nothing. 
 
No instructions. Why even make the stop here? Why follow through? Go straight to the third location—T-jump the hell out.

 
But when do you decide to start changing the way you act, instead of acting like you’ve changed the way you think? What has the universe become? Why believe FOD at all? He infiltrated your thoughts for christ’s sake.

 
Sometimes you have to go with your gut. 
 
Two more knobs, and then one worked. Blue light lit the chamber. The metal-walled room, sterile in look and smell, centered around a hole in the middle. Mick drew near to it, peered down, and saw nothing but void. He looked around, found the fuel cell housing, inserted it in. A computer terminal nearby lit. He walked over, input the commands he’d been told.
 
SET TIME TO IGNITION > ?
 
He stared at the screen, letting the question mark blink. A moon. Hollowed out. Its body the creator of the end of all things. He swiped three times on the screen and left. Behind him blinked the computer screen:
 
TIME TO IGNITION OF G-10 BLACK HOLE EVENT: 23 HOURS 59 MINUTES 59 SECONDS.
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A square of light appeared in the distant, sparkling pattern of nebulae. Other than the square, growing and changing before him, nothing else disrupted the speckled beauty of space.
 
“What’s that Comproc?” Mick asked.
“What is what?” replied the computer.
“That anomaly, the glow ahead on the right.”
“That is a UCA billboard.”
“UCA billboard…”
 
The black hull accelerated and the sign grew. Soon, Mick could read its thousand-mile-high fusion-powered lettering:
 
UTOPIA – Tickets nearly sold out. Reserve your residence now for only 50,000 UCD!
Coordinates transmittable upon request to your ship. Plant-pass required for entrance.
 
“How long ago did we leave FOD’s station?” Mick asked.
“Request not understood.”

 
Singularity my ass.
 
“Moon K4R-12. How long ago did we depart?”
“Five hours and twenty minutes. Would you like a more specific time?”
“No. Check the coordinates offered by the billboard for Utopia.”
“Understood. Coordinates saved.”
 “How long to reach them?”
“Projected travel time is ten hours and fifteen minutes.”
“What about from Utopia to coordinate set three?” 
“From Utopia, travel time would be six hours and forty-five minutes.”
 
I could make it.
But what for? To see everyone. You’ll see them when you get home. I’d like to see everyone. You can’t get in though. Why not? Plant-check, it said. Fuck it, I have enough time to check it out. And what if you have another tail? Let’s just hope this black hull is as stealthy as the one that got me into this shit.
 
“Change destination. Follow the coordinates for Utopia.”
“Understood. Coordinates set.”
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“This is UCA Utopia admissions board. Please dock in the .HUM uploader station and prepare for plant verification and storage.”
 
Mick eyed the enormous golden sphere—a great stone, its surface reflecting the starlight that bordered it in every direction. Uploader stations, as gold as the world itself, orbited by the hundreds. 
 
“Pull her in Com,” Mick said.
“Affirmative.”
 
The black hull cruised by several other light-class vessels. 
 
Not a single UCA ship. These places are run by automatons. 
 
“Don’t go anywhere,” Mick said as he disembarked Comproc.
 
He stepped along a thin gold railing, paused for a moment: a tiny gunwale and a thin layer of glass was all that protected him from the vacuum of space. Utopia filled the sky: tiny grooves travelled in intricate geometric patterns over its surface, and a glow seemed to light its outer mantle, and translucently, throb beneath the crust. It looked like a life current was running through the artificial planet. He moved along. 
 
He entered a small room with row after row of what looked like metal closets—besides their neat appearance, he felt like he could have been in a rundown New York City train station. Footsteps sounded, more than one person. He raised his pistol.
 
“Don’t shoot!” cried a mother, two blonde girls hugging her feet. She was thin, starving probably, and her children looked worse than her. Grime covered their faces, as if they’d been lost in the tiny locker room for months. “We need help. We paid—it took our money and said we didn’t have enough. There’s no UCA replies—they’ve deserted this place. We were dropped off, we don’t have any way to get back home.”
 
Mick looked around the aisle they’d come from—storage lockers as tall and wide as an eight foot man. Some of them had been wrenched open, bags of food and other items strewn on the floor.
 
“Sorry, I can’t help.”
 
Mick walked past. One of the children started to cry. He eyed an open locker and saw a body hanging by a hook. The person was connected to a pipe that ran into the ceiling. 
 
That’s how they feed the .HUM to the world? There’s no coming back from something like that—why the hell are you considering this? Mick couldn’t formulate a reply to his own better judgment. Finally, after he finished surveying the ransacked storage units, he moved to an empty upload closet. Let’s just hope they don’t fuck with my body when I’m linked in.
 
As he stepped inside, the chatter in the other room increased. Someone else had come into the foyer with the girls and their mother—a man by the sound of the voice. He shouted something angry. Mick strained to hear, waiting to access the terminal in front of him. He looked down at his foreign, strange hands.
 
“A ship, black ship,” the man’s voice said. They’re going to try to steal your fucking ship.
 
He strode out of his locker and went back into the room. Already out on the railing went the man. He looked as haggard as the woman and the children. All of them, together, were heading straight for the door of his ship.
 
“You can’t get in,” Mick said. The man didn’t slow down. He sped to the door and drew a small computer and a tool from his pocket.
“God damn it,” Mick muttered. He raised his gun.
 
He looked at the thin glass tube keeping them out of raw space. Miss here, and everyone suffocates.
 
“Back off I said.”
“You can’t fire that here,” the scavenger said. “You’ll kill us all.”
“Stay away from my ship,” Mick said. 
 
So he’ll back off, and then you’ll disappear into Utopia, and he’ll mind his manners? Might as well kiss that ship goodbye.
 
He pushed past the woman and her children. With his left hand, Mick grabbed the frail man and lifted his chin up, then fired into his throat. His body fell into a pile and Mick turned toward the screaming. 
 
 “Do you want to go with him?” he said.
“Please don’t,” cried the woman as her children wailed.
“Then—don’t—fuck—with my ship.”
 
He took the tool and small computer from the dead man’s hands and returned to the locker. He closed the door, wrapped the link cord around his neck as a tiny picture instructed him to do, and pressed yes to the request for .HUM check.
 
NO PLANT-TAINT DETECTED. CONGRATULATIONS! YOUR .HUM IS APPROVED. ENTRY TICKET AND TRANSMISSION UPON PAYMENT IN FULL.
 
Mick drew out FOD’s plastic, put it next to the screen for a moment. The screen again wrote to him:
 
PAYMENT RECEIVED. YOU HAVE UP TO THIRTY MINUTES FOR STORAGE. ONCE COMPLETED, CONNECT YOUR HARNESS AND PRESS TRANSMIT.
 
“What about returning? What if I’m coming back?” Mick asked the computer. No reply. “Computer, I have a question.”
“This is the UCA help desk. How can we be of service today for your Utopia needs?” 
“What if I want to return? How will I return to my body?”
“Although leaving Utopia is extremely rare—and with good reason—one can return at any time to their respective storage locker location and make the necessary arrangements to leave. Please be reminded, there will be no refunded tickets, and each ticket has a single use. You may not return to Utopia using a previously used ticket. The UCA is not responsible for your body while you are in Utopia.”
“Won’t be a problem.”
“Welcome to paradise, and enjoy your immortality.”
 
The computer beeped off, and then the screen appeared with a countdown time starting from twenty-nine minutes.
 
Mick locked the door in his upload closet and stared at the screen.
 
“Show me something,” he said.
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The world was filled with places Mick recognized. There was his house, his childhood street. Beyond that, his vision changed, and materializing before him was the NASA FRINGE academic building. One of his professors drifted by, a smile on her face: he’d just received an A on one of his term papers. The imagery shifted. He realized it had done so after his own decision—his own memory. He looked down—the familiar lines of his own hands. 
 
Age?
 
As the thought popped in, his hands firmed, lines disappeared, and he made the strong fists of his twenty-two year self. 
 
The flow of people, voices, smells, and images rushed through his consciousness, forming his reality. The pull of elation released him into a state of ecstasy.
 
Anything you want. As real as real. What? You decide.
 
A sudden throb of fear drove through his heart—this is perfect—better than anything heaven could ever be. You have to go back and turn off the G-10 black hole. Otherwise, this won’t be immortality, just a day’s taste, and then nothingness.
 
A voice rose from darkness:
 
“It’s me, Mick.”
 
Mick turned, opening his eyes, though in reality he did nothing, for he no longer occupied any physical space. FOD appeared, and behind him the moon world laboratory he’d constructed for years in secret, inside of which was the ignition device for the black hole.
 
“FOD?”
“Yes, I’m here.”
“This is—incredible.”
“That’s why it has pacified humanity. What you are experiencing now is the great hope of each family, each generation of families—to get where you are now. It funds the spread of the plague we are responsible for—humanity.”
“I can’t—I don’t think I can leave.”
“Mick—there wouldn’t be time even if you did try—you couldn’t get back now.”
“What do you mean?”
“Time passes differently here than outside. What you perceive as minutes will have been hours on the outside.”
 
Fuck. How many hours of wiggle room to get to the T-jump station? Two?
 
“I have to tell you something Mick.”
 
It was still FOD. Mick said nothing, he felt the tearing of his soul—the worst indecision he’d ever known—the swelling of some familiar memory that he felt would materialize and prevent him from ever leaving—his family.
 
“There is no such thing as reverse time travel,” FOD said. He pulled his hood up, concealing his aged face. His body disappeared into darkness, the moon world upon which he walked fell away into a spray of color.
“Liar—you’re a fucking liar.”
“It was the only way to keep you in this, the only way to pull you along. But it was a just cause. Remember that. And here you are, and you’re rewarded.”
“All of it?”
“Everything. I had to wait for what my mathematics predicted thirty years ago—your appearance in my spacetime.”
“Sera, she knew it wasn’t real?”
 
FOD altogether vanished. In his place, a sparkling array of stars moved, and then, a beautiful planet, a tiny ship orbiting it—he flew, as if a phantom, through its hull walls. It was the Cozon.
 
He watched XJ eating, steam rising from his electric orifices. By his side sat Sera. She looked over at their new guest.
 
“It’s about time, Mick,” she said.
“You took me to Melbot’s station—you know reverse time travel is real,” he shouted.
“Mick, of course there is no such thing as reverse time travel. That much is common knowledge,” XJ said, turning around to see his old friend. 
“I’m sorry Mick. I had to. I needed you, because I needed FOD—so I could get here.”
“But you’re not here, you never made it here!”
 
She looked confused.
 
“I am though. You made it, so we all did.”
“No, you’re dead. I saw your body, saw your uncle’s planet explode.”
“It doesn’t matter, the details. We’re here. And we’re still flying.”
“Look at your brother and father—do they look like what they’re supposed to to you? Does it look like the mission’s complete?” 
 
Mick looked from her face to the droids—only they were not droids, and they were not on the Cozon. They were by a lake, at night, under two bright moons. A long dock stretched into black water, and a dim light offered light behind. Sera sat nearby, her legs stretched out—and she no longer looked like Sera. Her hair was short, chopped, and her smile was fuller than he’d ever seen it. Her eyes were glowing, happy, and green. 
 
It’s not Sera.
 
“It’s me, Mick,” she replied. “It’s really me. Before the transplant.”
 
A boy splashed his legs in the water, drawing close to a canoe. By his side, with an arm around him, protecting him from falling into the water, was a young man, in the prime of his physical power, watching vigilantly the dark stretch of dangerous water.
 
“We’re going in together Teddy, alright?” the man said.
“Can we still learn to play that game tomorrow?”
“You mean chess? Of course, but I know you two really wanted to go in the water, so we’ll do this tonight.”
“It’s a deal.”
“Thank you Mick,” Sera said. She walked over to him. Looking down, he saw his feet at the edge of the dock. She looked all of eighteen years old to him, and gorgeous. She leaned in close, grabbed his waist, kept him safely away from the water. She closed her eyes, kissed him, and then hugged him hard. “Thanks.”
 
None of this is real. It’s all bullshit. Coming from my imagination.
 
Sera laughed at him, as if his thoughts had amused her. They fell into the water. Coldness enveloped him, and then she disappeared in murkiness.
 
You’re wasting time here, get the fuck out…
 
Get out and go where? Die out there, alone in the cold of space? There’s no reverse time travel, you heard him. I was his pawn. All of them. And there’s not enough time. Hours have passed. The G-10 will annihilate this Utopia and the rest of them—the whole universe—any second now. Enjoy it while you can.
 
Bullshit. That’s me talking to myself about things I don’t know—things I can’t know. 
 
It’s your last chance to see your family. To go home. And you’re going to waste it?
 
Family…
 
The word was a like a bell to toll him back to his sole self. Before him appeared the silhouette of a couch. A warm fire crackled, and a tail wagged from atop a pillow. Voices crawled through the living room—warm, happy hearts. They turned around. 
 
“Dad, you forgot the popcorn,” Christopher said. 
“Oh, I’m—I’m sorry Christopher,” Mick said. 
“What’s a matter Daddy?” James asked, crawling up on his mother’s shoulders.
“Nothing,” he said, wiping tears from his eyes.
“Are we still going to fly my rocket tomorrow?” Christopher asked.
“Let your daddy relax. Now, sit down and stop kicking your brother.”
 
Karen…
 
Mick watched the back of her head, waiting for her to turn to him.
 
Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
“It’s done!” screamed James.
“James, quiet,” Karen said. 
“I’m sorry babe,” Mick said. 
 
She finally turned around, her face the same as the night he’d first met her. She hadn’t aged a day.
 
 “So am I. But we’re starting over, we agreed. So let’s move on. We’re open, honest, and committed. And that’s all there is to it. We can work through it. Can’t beat ourselves up.”
 
The kids were gone, along with the couch, the fire, Selby, all of it. Replacing everything was a king size bed. Mick’s wife stood before him, draped in a single thread of gold silk, watching him, waiting. She smiled softly, her red lips curled into a sneer of lascivious appetite. She offered him her hand. He took it. She drew him in, pulling his body onto hers, sinking their merged bodies into the endless mattress. 
 
“You don’t have to worry about it anymore. I forgive you.”
“Karen…”
“Do you forgive me?” 
“Of course I do.”
“It’s time to make up,” she said. She poked his chest, drew a line down it toward his legs.
“I had the most awful dream,” Mick said.
“Tell me what happened.”
“I was lost in space, in the future. I had no way to get to you. No way to fix everything. I felt awful and I—”
“Just a nightmare. Now lie down,” she said. She flipped him onto his stomach, crawled on top of him, breathed hot breath down his neck, then lower.
“It was so real,” Mick said.
“As real as this?” she said. He looked down. Her hair fell over her face, then disappeared.
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A UCA heavy-class set down on a landscape of crumbling rock, sending gusts of shrapnel wind in each direction. Two weathered droids approached the ship. A binary star tortured the surface of Cnaf-2391, a fringe world in Bessel’s innermost asteroid belt. It had only one inhabited stretch of land, a web of tiny tungsten silos insulated from the extreme heat. 
 
 “We’re tracking a black hull light-class stolen from a UCA facility. This is a standard search, nothing to worry about.”
“I wasn’t worried,” said one of the droids.
“Can you take us on a quick tour of the facility?” asked one of the officers.
“Of course, officer,” replied the droid.
 
The two droids led the officers, each holding a UCA military scanner, over a rust-flaked terrain toward one of the silver silos. 
 
“What exactly do you produce here?” asked the officer.
“A number of composites, all very profitable.”
“I’m sure. All ore?”
“That’s right.”
 
They entered one of the silos. A thousand containers lined the walls in neat, stacked rows. Each one was filled with a powder of the same color.
 
“Mine a lot of the stuff, don’t you?”
“Like we said, very profitable.”
“We’ll need to see your communication and docking logs.”
“No problem. Do you mind telling us who, or what, you’re looking for?”
 
The officer looked at his comrades and chuckled. “Fucking droids,” one of them muttered.
“Don’t you watch the UCA Media Channel?”
“No,” the droids said simultaneously.
“They have to push that regulation through faster,” said the leading officer. “Pretty soon, the channel will be patched in through your plant. That way, you won’t be left out anymore.”
“I don’t much like the thought of having UCA news pumped into my mind without my consent,” replied the older of the two droids.
“Well, that’s the shame in hanging onto dead traditions. You get left in the dark, and you’re afraid of new technology,” said the lead officer.
 
The droids looked at one another, wondering if they might comment upon human irony. Neither did, but they kept the UCA officials moving. Soon they stopped at a computer terminal and the officers went to work scouring through its database.
 
“What the hell’s this?” asked one of them. The old droid rolled over to see. There on the screen was a gap in arrivals. A blank spot. A missing transaction of some kind. 
“Oh, an error in our system. She’s getting old.”
“Error in the system?”
“Yea, corrupt data.”
 
If a droid could express nervousness, the old robot did not do it then. It stared directly into the eyes of its interrogator until the other droid joined:
 
“It’s been happening a lot lately,” it said.
“I don’t like it. It’s in direct violation of UCA code. We could have you shut down immediately for one gap like this—do you know that? Is there anything else you trade in? Any other kind of service you offer on this world?” the UCA official asked, his pistol drawn in a weak show of intimidation.  
 
The orange droid, a newer model, watched the gun as it spoke, “Absolutely nothing sir.”
“And you’ve heard nothing of FOD? The Q-bomb?”
“As we said, we don’t watch UCA news,” the old droid replied, mimicking human agitation. 
“Boss, let’s get the hell out of here,” said another. “Looks good on this side of the server. Nothing here.”
 
The UCA officers filed out, trailed closely by the droids. 
 
“You know why we came out here?” the UCA leader asked as they boarded the light-class.
“Routine check, sir?” the orange droid replied.
“Rumors about some reverse time travel bullshit. Something UCA scientists say is impossible. Yet here we are, on a bumble fuck detail, checking the toilets of the cosmos. Crazy, isn’t it? All because of something they think they may have scrambled in one of FOD’s transmissions.”
“But wouldn’t that be impossible, sir? To go back in time? Time is simply a property of motion.”
 
The officer laughed again, much louder.
 
 “It would be. God knows why—these higher ups. The FOD is dead. Everyone knows it. Of course, General Sirma is a paranoid son-of-a-bitch.”
 
The others laughed with him, then departed, their heavy-class cruiser rising into the gloaming sky.
 
“Think he suspected anything?” the orange droid said to the older one.
“Not a thing.”
“Think it really worked?”
“Hell—it was FOD who built it? I wouldn’t know what to say the odds favored—wouldn’t know what…”
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“Name’s Nelson, you?” asked a scrawny, pimple-ridden boy of a man. He struggled to wield his suitcases, which he quickly plopped on the bunk bed in front of him.
“Mickey.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m in for engineering, you?” 
“Was shooting for FRINGE, but I’m undeclared. I’m reconsidering things.”
“Well, FRINGE is about as hard as it gets. Don’t hurt to think about some other options.” 
“Yea, you’re right. Here, let me give you a hand.”
“Thanks a lot. Hey, there’s going to be a welcome dance tonight. You thinking about going?”
“In a few years,” Mick said.
 “What?”
“In a few years I’ll go.”
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“That signal, the M-82 signal I was telling you about?” said physicist Darian Harper. 
“Yea, it’s an anomaly. What of it?”
“Not anymore it’s not,” Harper said. “Sit down Bill.”
“What do you mean not anymore? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
Despite Bill Doss’s normal skepticism of the brash young genius, Darian Harper, who’d just come through Harvard’s doctoral program, having started his work at CERN the previous summer, he sat down. The office window revealed a starlit night over a Hawaiian tide. Mauna Kea was littered with white domes, powerful telescopes aimed at space, the bastion of his pioneering research. 
 
“Well? What is it?” said Bill.
“I’m going to need you to run some really tight images for me, but it’s already been confirmed by Gemeni South in Cerro Pachon and Yunnan in Lijiang.”
 
Anticipation started to roll through Bill’s veins, and he put down his mug of tea. His eyes widened, and the distinct foreshadowing of a breakthrough pulsed through the phone at him. 
 
“It’s a black hole, Bill.”
“Like hell it is.”
“I know, it sounds crazy.”
“Moving at four times the speed of light?”
“It’s inconceivable, but it’s mathematically sound. We just have to get your confirmation and we can publish and present at Deutsche Physikalische Gesellschaft.”
“Darian, do you know what that would mean?”
“I know, it’s terrifying. But, even if this proves correct by your images, and the others, which it is, it is correct Bill—it won’t reach us for—”
“Don’t tell me. I’ll figure it out. Send the image coordinates you need.”
 
Bill hung up the phone. 
 
He worked all night, got the exact images Darian needed, and Darian called him two days later to confirm his hypothesis. The directional aspect of the M-82 anomaly’s velocity had been misinterpreted, skewed by a powerful swell of dark matter; in reality, Darian Harper had discovered that the anomaly was expanding out equally in all directions, at four times the speed of light. His math had proved true. 
 
Bill stepped outside of the kitchen, saw the lapping blue waves roll onto the white sand beach, a concentration of nature’s beauty. He knelt to pick up the morning paper. 
 
PACIFIC BUSINESS NEWS – July 12th, 2034
 
His eyes lowered. 
 
That was fast. He read his own name and the rest of the headline.
 
HUMAN RACE IS ON BORROWED TIME CONFIRMS HAWAII’S WILLIAM DOSS
 
A subheading ran: What do we choose as our purpose?
 
“Spin anything for a buck. Hacks,” he grunted, then went back inside.
 



83
 
Baroque chamber music filled a pillared hall of white. A woman clad in a waterfall of tight gold silk pushed her way toward a broad-shouldered man in black. Dark handsome eyes turned to receive the luminous form. Her lips curled with awkward excitement—sprightly eyes wove a net about the man’s past. He was no longer alone.
 
“Dance?” she asked.
“I had hoped we would,” he replied.
 
She held out her hand, he took it. 
 
That is your voice. Somewhere, a long time ago, I forgot it. Never again.
 
Violins caressed his neck and arm. Foreign movement confounded them both, and the heat of the hall increased. Gentle gold upon a smooth black suit—her hair eased out, flew about, the cosmos intact therein. The wild scent of flowers twined with the musk of man. 
 
A sigh. My luck cannot get better.
A planetside desk job with time off during the summer for travel and adventure.
Her tonight
and hereafter. His heart engorged, flooded with gratitude. The gratitude formed three smiling faces—two robotic, and one nearly as beautiful as that which looked at him presently. They smiled and vanished. 
 
“From what time and place do you come?” he asked, smiling. 
 
They twirled about in strange harmony, spirits that seemed to know one another already: his arm explored, his fingers vagabonds. She breathed a hot secret into his ear:
 
“Here I am,” she said. 
 
She’d said that. And what had it meant?
 
The night wore on between dance and wine and concertos. A separation began, spirits departing, leaving one another to rejoin their solitary dreams.
 
“Will we meet again?” he asked. 
“I don’t know.”
 
“I’ll find you later.” 
“There is no later,” she smiled. “Just now.”
“Nor shall Death brag thou wanderest in his shade.”
 
She looked at him, wondering at his strangeness.
 
Mick pulled her into his chest. Kissed her. Strange old flavor. The bravado of now, roused by her, swept over him and took control. Enough to show I understand?
 
“So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, so long lives this, and this gives life to thee.” 
 
She departed into the alien night, her fingers the last to slip away. Blue eyes under dark brows went, with them the heat of unending desire.
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With black finality, the cosmos collapsed in upon itself. A million starts fired at the same time, and a million universes released. One ended and an infinite more began. Each magnitude relative to the next, voiced a mantra, though inaudible it was, for it had never met an intelligence capable of listening to it: it was a note, however, which one species of life had nearly heard.
 



Epilogue  
 
A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:
 Its loveliness increases; it will never
 Pass into nothingness; but still will keep
 A bower quiet for us, and a sleep
 Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.
 Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing
 A flowery band to bind us to the earth,
 Spite of despondence, of the inhuman dearth
 Of noble natures, of the gloomy days,
 Of all the unhealthy and o'er-darkened ways
 Made for our searching: yes, in spite of all,
 Some shape of beauty moves away the pall
 From our dark spirits. Such the sun, the moon,
 Trees old, and young, sprouting a shady boon
 For simple sheep; and such are daffodils
 With the green world they live in; and clear rills
 That for themselves a cooling covert make
 'Gainst the hot season; the mid-forest brake,
 Rich with a sprinkling of fair musk-rose blooms:
 And such too is the grandeur of the dooms
 We have imagined for the mighty dead;
 All lovely tales that we have heard or read:
 An endless fountain of immortal drink,
 Pouring unto us from the heaven's brink. 
                                                       –From Endymion, by John Keats 1818
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THE MAN WHO ENDED THE WORLD by Jason Gurley

Foreword
 
One of the first grown-up books that I fell in love with as a child was Stephen King’s epic plague novel The Stand. I was only ten or eleven years old when I discovered it, and while its themes were sometimes over my head, it sparked my lifelong fascination with what happens to our world… after.
 
More than the actual destruction of the world, I’ve always been captivated by the concept of the last surviving human. What would their life be like? How would it feel, knowing that the sum of the human experience would die with them? On a smaller scale, what would they do if they broke their leg? How would they cope with the utter alone-ness of it all?
 
But I also wanted to write something darkly comic, and The Man Who Ended the World combines those two desires. As a result, this is a novel that’s about a man so enthralled with the idea of being alone that he accelerates the end of the world, just so he can experience that solitude for himself. And the result is disturbing, often unnerving, sometimes hilarious — and always interesting. (But of course I’d say that. I wrote it.)



 
The Beginning of the End
 
In a way, he had been waiting for this moment since he was seven.
He leans forward, scoots to the edge of the sofa, clasps his hands between his knees.
Eager, like a child. 
The wall of television feeds is filled with the faces of reporters and anchors. They're all serious. Some of them don't believe this is really happening. He can tell. He can barely believe it himself. 
But a few of them -- they know. He can see it in their eyes.
When it happens, it happens with such force, such speed. 
There is no time even for their expressions to change.
Each of the feeds goes black, each picture replaced by floating words. 
SIGNAL LOST.
He had wondered if he would feel it. Would the walls tremble? Would they hold? Would the power go out? Would he die in darkness? 
None of this happens. 'The lights don't even flicker around him. 
Life goes on, but only one life.  
Only his. 
 



THE MAN WHO BURIED HIMSELF
 
 



The Stranger
 
Henry is walking home from school when he first sees the man who will end the world. 
There isn't anything special about the man. He is of average height. His hair is brown. His eyes are brown. His posture is stooped, although so slightly one might not notice right away. He wears ordinary blue jeans, an ordinary blue T-shirt, and an ordinary blue windbreaker. His stride is perfectly normal, without any hiccups or interruptions. He walks with his hands swinging gently at his sides.
There is absolutely nothing noteworthy about the man.  
But Henry shrugs his backpack a little higher on his shoulder, and stands with one hand in his pocket. He chews a little on his lip, and watches the man for a time. 
The stranger looks through the window of Miss Peel's book shop, lingers a moment, then pushes through the creaky old door and goes inside. 
Henry finds an out-of-the-way spot behind a recycling bin and waits. Between the slats of the blinds that hang over the shop windows, he can see the man nosing around inside. The man walks slowly up one aisle and down another. He stops and picks up a paperback, turns it over, puts it back. 
Henry thinks he should know the man, whose face is familiar in an unexceptional sort of way. A friend's dad? A substitute teacher? Maybe he's one of the school district's bus drivers? 
Abruptly the man heads for the door. Henry can hear Miss Peel call, Thank you, but the man doesn't hear, or doesn't care. Henry squishes himself against the metal bin as the man passes by, making himself as small as possible.
His inability to place the stranger's face was a minor annoyance at first, but after watching the man for a few minutes, the annoyance has grown into a full-fledged, got-to-scratch-it itch. 
So when the man comes to the end of the block, Henry hefts his backpack, slides both arms into its straps, and follows.
 
•   •   •
 
In a town like Bonns Harbor, with fewer than twenty thousand residents, Henry thinks it is strange that he cannot figure out who the stranger is. He doesn't know that many people to begin with. 
The man walks fifteen or twenty yards ahead of Henry, who suddenly worries about being detected. He ducks into every doorway on the block and peers around corners and windows at the stranger. 
Sorry, he whispers when his behavior nearly topples a young woman's baby stroller. 
Please be careful, she replies, and Henry says, Shhh. The woman frowns at him. He darts around her, spies a parked Chevy pickup, and runs in a conspicuous crouch to hide behind its bumper. He exhales, counts to three, then leans over until he can see past the truck's tailgate.
The woman with the stroller has ventured into an intersection. A Bonns Harbor Light and Power truck has stopped to allow her to cross. People bustle in and out of shops and across the street. The sound of small town life is almost pleasant. A dog barks, then barks again. 
The stranger, however, has vanished. 
Henry jumps up, giving away his location, but the man is nowhere in sight. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
And then, just like that, the stranger reappears, straightening up and smoothing his ordinary blue jeans the way a man does when he's just finished tying his shoe. 
Henry drops to his knees and presses himself to the side of the pickup, breathing heavily. He makes a crackling sound with his mouth.
Krzhhhhkkkttk, he says into his hand. Agent almost detected, but subject seems unaware.
The stranger resumes his course through town, weaving left to examine store windows, veering right to avoid other pedestrians. He doesn't seem to acknowledge them otherwise. There are no nods, and Henry can sort of tell from the man's posture that he's not smiling. 
Some people you can just tell they're not smiling.  
Krzhhhtkk, he hisses. Subject in motion. 
When the man has walked a reasonable distance ahead, Henry slides to his left, still flattening himself against the truck, and like water folds over the curves and corners of the truck until he is hunched over beside the passenger fender.
This makes him visible to the entire street, and a couple of people watch him, amused. But Henry pays no mind, at least until a yellow Volvo lumbers by. The tires crackle and seem to cough gravel. The driver notices Henry and leans on the horn. YOU SHOULDN'T PLAY IN THE STREET, the stern Volvo grille seems to say. Henry flaps his hands wildly at the driver to shush him. 
The horn again. 
BLEAAATTTT. DANGER, DANGER. 
Henry snaps up and risks a peek over the roof of the Volvo to see if the stranger is looking his way. 
The stranger is not. He's just walking, farther ahead now, still slightly stooped, still drawing nobody's attention. He hasn't noticed Henry's antics, or Henry at all.
Some people you can just tell they don't notice things.
Krzzhhtkhhkk, Henry sighs. Subject is boring. 
The Volvo swings past, the driver glaring down at Henry. But Henry pays him no mind, and trudges after the stranger again.
 
•   •   •
 
But the inattentive and ordinary man begins to take on a different air as he approaches the edge of downtown. In one horrifying moment, the stranger executes a sudden spin that catches Henry flat-footed in the middle of the sidewalk. The stranger looks this way and that, and Henry nearly pees himself. 
But the stranger seems to look right through Henry. 
The stranger's shoulders relax, and his hands find his pockets, and he begins strolling up the street again. 
Nobody notices eleven-year-old boys. They're practically everywhere. They're like trees, or red Jeeps, or discarded shoes.
Henry the spy is too shaken to radio in.
He lags back and follows at an even greater distance, too disturbed by the other man's anti-spycraft moves to employ any flair. He lingers so far behind that the man becomes insect-sized on the street far ahead. 
Henry pretends to look at the display in the game shop window, distracted a little by the little diorama that Glenn, the shop owner, has created. There's a little Tyrannosaurus rex stomping through a tiny small town, tail precariously close to toppling a miniature water tower with BONNS HARBOR BEARCLAWS emblazoned on its side. Little toy cars and plastic figures scatter before the dinosaur, and red-and-yellow cellophane, lit with flickering LEDs, sets several small buildings ablaze.
He almost forgets his mission, and when he turns back to survey the street again, his heart sinks for a moment until he locates the man, surprisingly far away now, turning the corner at Harper Street. 
The stranger is leaving the downtown strip behind, and heading for the neighborhoods near the railroad tracks.
 
•   •   •
 
For as long as Henry can remember, the junkyard at the edge of town has always been abandoned, its treasures secured behind a sheet metal gate strung up with heavy chains and a threatening lock. This is not to say that Henry has never been in the junkyard. Eleven-year-old boys are not thwarted by the trappings of grown-up security. 
But this time, there's no need for Henry to peel back the loose boards on the Silver Cloud Lane side of the junkyard. The stranger pats his pockets and produces a key, and to Henry's amazement, unlocks the gate. 
This is huge, Henry thinks. Someone bought the junkyard! 
Henry cannot exactly say why this is huge, but events of such magnitude rarely happen in Bonns Harbor. The sale and purchase of a tired scrap yard rates very high for an eleven-year-old boy indeed. 
He waits until the gate has closed again, and then he dashes to the Silver Cloud side of the property. The boards are still there, still loose, still forever damp and porous with rot. Henry doesn't slip inside the junkyard just yet. For now, he pulls the boards back only enough to open a sightline, and he watches.
The yard is still populated with discarded automobiles and diseased washing machines and hollowed-out refrigerators and crumbling oil drums and twisted bumpers and even a soot-stained smokestack from an eighteen-wheeler. There are coiled and scarred springs the size of fire hydrants. Henry and his friends have played here enough times to know that some of the cars are brittle, the metal eaten nearly completely through by weather and rust, and with a careful swing, can be punched through with a baseball bat or a metal pipe. 
The stranger drops a key back into his pocket, and strolls casually across the yard to one of those cars, a 1994 Chevy Corsica. The car, resting on top of a larger pile of assorted metallic junk, used to be wine-colored and now is just a husk of orange steel and bleached plastic. The windows are mostly knocked out, and broken bits of bluish diamonds are sprinkled in the window gutters and across the seats. Henry knows this because he and his friends were responsible for breaking those windows, as well as the windows of most of the other cars in the yard. 
Henry watches, puzzled, as the stranger lifts the Corsica's trunk. The lid groans and squeals, and the stranger winces. So does Henry.
Then, to Henry's amazement, the stranger carefully steps onto the car's bumper and climbs into the trunk. 
And, with some effort, pulls the lid shut from the inside. 
 
•   •   •
 
Henry yanks the boards back and runs into the yard, his concern at being discovered forgotten. The Corsica just sits there, not bothered at all by the human trapped in its bottom. 
Henry bangs on the trunk with a flat palm. Hey, he says. Hey! Mister, are you alright? Can you hear me? 
There's no response from within.
I'll open it up for you! he shouts. 
The trunk is locked, so Henry looks around and spots a bent metal rod. He pushes one end into the space between the trunk and the bumper, and leans on the rod. But nothing happens. The trunk doesn't budge. 
For ten minutes Henry tries and fails to break into the car. He bangs on the car with his palms. Mister? he yells. I can't get in. Are you alright in there? 
As the sun goes down, he gives up and goes home. 
He tells his father, who listens with an unimaginative stare, then tells Henry to wash up for dinner. After dinner there's the singing show they always watch, and Henry briefly forgets all about the man who locked himself in the car until that night, when he's just about to drift off to sleep. 
Then it's all he can think about all night long.
 



The Space Station
 
Soft, diffused lighting guides the stranger's feet as he steps carefully down the ladder. For the first few seconds, each time he closes the false bottom of the Corsica trunk above him, he panics. The ladder descends through a narrow, cylindrical chute. 
I had better not get fat in the future, he says aloud, or I won't be able to get out or in. 
The chute's walls are a lovely matte silver. The light emanates from recessed pale strips in the walls, and tracks his downward climb. He glances up to see the lights gently dimming behind him.
When the ladder was installed and he tested it carefully, he found himself counting aloud as he found each rung. Tomas the architect waited below, in the foyer. 
Steven, Tomas said when the stranger reached the waiting area. How do you like it? 
I hate it, Steven said. A shiver ran through him. It's narrow, and it's claustrophobic, and it's scary, a little. He took a breath. It's perfect, he said.
Tomas had smiled. 
But Steven had asked Tomas to do one thing.
What's that, Tomas had asked, perhaps with a touch of impatience. After all, Steven had revised every inch of the blueprints a dozen times before construction began, and even then, he still tried to change things.
Would you please number the rungs? I lost count, and it was a little terrifying to me. 
Tomas nodded. This was an easy request. Of course, he said. 
Now Steven had become accustomed to the ladder and its narrow space. He had even come to love it. It resurrected a childhood love of secrets. After all, what greater secret was there than a secret castle beneath the midwestern soil? 
No greater secret, Steven says to himself. 
The chute opens up into a large and featureless room. Steven steps off of the ladder and onto a smooth concrete floor. He has no sooner turned around than the wall across the room slides open to reveal an elevator chamber. The chamber was kept warm, and lighted to remind Steven of a lazy summer morning. The elevator went only down, and its descent would take some time, so Steven had asked his decorator to select a comfortable chair for him.  
He steps inside and sinks into a deep white armchair.
Hello, Steven, says a pleasant female voice. 
Hello, Stacy, he replies.
The news? Stacy asks. Her voice seems to emanate from the walls themselves, and indeed the lighting seems to pulse almost imperceptibly when she speaks.
Yes, please, he answers, and the glass wall he is facing brightens, and then transforms into a broadcast of Fox News. 
Stacy, Steven says disapprovingly. 
Apologies, Stacy replies, and the Fox broadcast is replaced with an MSNBC feed. 
The woman on the screen, crisply dressed and quite stern-looking, says, Today is day eight of the Steven Glass mystery. 
Over her shoulder is a graphic that reads DAY 8, overlapping a photograph of Steven. 
Stacy says, I could provide them with a better photo, if you like.
Steven shakes his head. Thank you, but no. Take us down.
Yes, sir, Stacy replies, and the elevator begins its long descent into the dark. 
 
•   •   •
 
As it turns out, there's not much you can't do when you have as much money as Steven has. And architects, when they're being paid as much as Steven has paid them, don't generally blink when asked to build secret complexes that one enters through the trunk of an abandoned Chevrolet Corsica. 
The elevator descends through a deep, lead-lined shaft. The elevator car itself is also encased in lead, and substantially more of it. 
There's not much that Steven can't do from inside the elevator. It was designed as a traveling panic room, complete with its own redundant power and life support systems. One wall can be opened to reveal a small living space, with a cot that folds down from the wall and is more comfortable than most full-sized beds. There is a pantry with refrigeration, as well as a filtration and recycled water system.
There is no elevator in the world quite like it. 
Tomas had long ago stopped asking questions when he reviewed Steven's demands for the elevator. Steven paid, and Tomas worked. As the weeks passed, and the underground empire took shape, Tomas found himself just a tiny bit jealous of the billionaire. Steven was constructing the ultimate treehouse fort. It just happened to be a half-mile beneath the surface of the planet, and not in a tree.
There were trees inside, though. 
Tomas despaired that his contract with Steven prevented him from sharing this grand work in his firm's portfolio. An underground hideout? With an arboretum? One in an enormous room that simulated a real sky, with a real sun, and real nighttime constellations? One populated with real birds? 
And that was just one room. If only he could share it!
But Steven had been adamant. 
No one could know. 
 
•   •   •
 
Report, Steven says as the elevator descends.
He's proud of the little things about Stacy's response: that she clears her throat, that her speech contains nuances like dramatic pauses and impactful deliveries. Her conversational skills are quite good, and sometimes frighteningly human. 
Well, Stacy says, the temperature in the arboretum spiked today to ninety-seven degrees. That was unexpected.
I thought we had programmed the room for nothing higher than seventy-six, Steven says. 
Well, that's what I did, Stacy answers. We had nothing to do with it. 
You know what I mean.
I analyzed it and found a fault in the support system. It's corrected now. 
What does a twenty-degree jump do to the trees? Steven asks. 
If the spike's duration had been longer, then we may have had to coax a few back from death, Stacy answers. But it only lasted for two hours and a few minutes. 
Steven grunts. Alright. Is it going to happen again? 
I cannot be certain, Stacy answers. If it does, it likely will not be for the same reasons. I have solved the initial problem.
And then there are times, Steven thinks, that Stacy sounds decidedly engineer-like.
Continue, he says. 
There is nothing otherwise worth your attention, Stacy says. 
How do you know? 
Trust me, Stacy says. 
Trust isn't an easy thing to give to a robot, Steven replies.
The elevator hums beneath him. A light meter shows their progress down the chasm. They've just passed the halfway point.
I'm not exactly a robot, Stacy says. 
You know what I mean.
You trust the computers in your vehicle. You trust your microwave. 
They've had this conversation before. 
So you concede that you're not human, Steven says.
I certainly do no such thing, Stacy answers. My responses were purely observations. 
I see, Steven says. Let's talk about feelings.
I understand feelings. 
I don't doubt that. But do you possess them? 
Stacy pauses. Yes. I do. 
You have feelings, Steven repeats.
Yes, Stacy says.
Show me.
One moment, Steven.
The muted news broadcast dissolves, revealing the file structure of Stacy's core server. Steven scans the array, and notices a subset of data labeled Feelings.
What's in the folder, Stacy?
Stacy reluctantly opens the folder. 
It's empty, Steven says. 
Stacy is silent. 
When I asked if you had feelings, did you just create a data folder and name it Feelings? 
Stacy remains silent. 
Steven shakes his head. Clever girl, he says. 
I am not exactly a female, Stacy answers. 
Let's just pretend that's not the case. 
I will research human female behavior, Stacy suggests.
That's my girl. 
The room glows a little warmer, and for a moment Steven is certain that Stacy has just blushed. 
 
•   •   •
 
The elevator slows, and stops, but Steven does not notice this. He paid for the most sophisticated elevator in existence, and had his engineers shred the thing and rebuild it, until it defeated itself for the title of most sophisticated elevator in existence. Its motion is fast and indiscernible. 
The doors open so silently that Steven, watching the New York Yankees play Godzilla with the Minnesota Twins, is oblivious until Stacy speaks up.
Ding, she says. 
Steven never gets tired of stepping out of the elevator and into his space station. That's how he described the project to Tomas and his team of architects, and that's how Steven thinks of his new home, even now. 
A vast space illuminates as he leaves the elevator behind. The lights reveal a room so large it might have been used as a cafeteria at a monstrous corporate campus in Silicon Valley, or for testing automobile collisions. It stretches the length of several football fields, and it is but one of the structure's four levels.
This is the fourth level, where Steven handles the business of staying alive. It is the deepest level, farthest from the surface, so far above. 
He considered building moving walkways into the floor, but Tomas shook his head. 
Mr. Glass, Tomas said to him that day. You plan on living here, yes? 
I think that's obvious, Steven had said. 
If you remove all reason to walk in this beautiful, big place, you will eventually become... Tomas trailed off.
Reprehensibly fat? Steven volunteered.
Tomas had shrugged. 
Steven had laughed. Of course you're right, he said. 
And so no moving walkways, no motorized chairs, no scooters. The space was certainly large enough for him to imagine the joy of taking a scooter ride from his gaming room to his sleeping quarters, but Tomas was correct. Steven would rely upon his own two feet.
Stacy follows along as Steven exits the elevator and heads for his workspace. She is a ball of light inside the walls, soft and glowing under semi-opaque glass. As she speaks, her light pulses subtly. 
Would you like anything? she asks.
Just leave me alone for now, Steven answers, and immediately Stacy's light slows, drops behind him, and flutters away. The light is of course only a representation of her -- Steven found it helpful to have a focal point for his conversations with her disembodied voice -- but it is reassuring to see her leave him. 
 
•   •   •
 
Being alone. 
Rich white men are seldom left to their own devices. Steven has been no different. The board of executives who oversee his digital empire serve less as advisors and behave more like a room of mirrors, reflecting what they believe he likes. His staff, his family, the few of his friends who survived his rocket-ride to wealth and notoriety, all changed demonstrably as his fame grew. 
It turned out that fame had expectations. Lavish gifts were given. Lavish gifts were expected. There were social obligations in the middle of the sea, on ships the size of small islands. There were women, all sorts of women, and some men, too, who expected things of him, and for a time this was gratifying, and he delivered. 
But he became aware, as the years passed, that his status was a great weight pressing him to the floor, and it only rolled off of him when he closed the door to his bedroom, and removed his clothes, and fell into his bed, pulled the sheets over his head, and exhaled at the sudden relief and pleasure of... being alone. 
He became fixated on aloneness. He had constructed a great universe of connections. His business was the business of constant conversation. People who used his product were awake at three in the morning, publishing hundreds of millions of photos, and, more startlingly, other people were awake to consume those photos, and dutifully share their opinions, which were almost always exactly the opinions that Steven's board shared with him. 
Did Steven like something enough to mention it? Then of course the board agreed with him. 
It was exhausting, and he felt a burden of responsibility for robbing millions of people of the ability to simply be... alone. 
Perhaps people didn't crave that anymore, but Steven became aware that he certainly did. 
So he began cancelling social engagements. Withdrawing, the media suggested, into a shell. They threw around references to Howard Hughes, drew comics of him obsessively writing conspiracy theories on the walls and ceilings of a cave. 
When he was a boy, before the money and the success, Steven climbed trees and sat in the highest branches. Instead of looking outward and the view unfolding around him, he turned inward, and read paperback science fiction novels. 
Some of his favorites were stories about the end of the world. He wasn't interested in the ones that used zombies or vampires to extinguish the human race, but plague or nuclear war fascinated him. He liked the stories of society dismantled, its survivors left to rebuild it in a void of knowledge and understanding. 
One day he read a novel about an astronaut sent to investigate a strange artifact at the edge of our solar system. It turned out to be a wormhole gate, and the astronaut entered it and for thousands of years leapt about in the galaxy, occasionally popping in to witness Earth's progress in the interim. 
Steven liked this, and wondered what it might be like to observe the end of the world. 
Without being affected by it, of course. 
 



 
The Disappeared Man
 
Henry isn't eating his vegetables.
His mother notices, and says, Henry, eat your vegetables. 
Henry barely hears her. His mind is racing with possibilities. Maybe the car is a time machine. Maybe the car is a gateway to another world. Maybe the secrets of the universe have been hidden in the trunk of an old Chevrolet in an abandoned junkyard on Cherry Grove Street for all of time, and he has only just noticed. 
He can't help but think of a hundred other ways he might have tried to open the trunk. The car didn't have a driver's door. He could have gotten inside and looked for a trunk release. Or tried to enter the trunk from the backseat. He hadn't looked beneath the car to see if there was a way up into the trunk from below. 
Henry, his mother repeats. 
What? Henry says. 
Maybe the trunk opened with a retinal scan, or with fingerprint recognition. Maybe the car was really something more sophisticated, just disguised as a crappy old car. 
Henry! his mother says. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
After dinner his father retires to the living room to watch the news and paint his model train. His mother and sister tidy up, and Henry goes to his bedroom. 
The bedroom window is open, and Clarissa is waiting for him on the floor behind the bed. She peeks up after his door closes.
Whew, she says. I never know if your sister is coming in.
Why would it be my sister? Henry asks. 
She sneaks around sometimes, Clarissa says. I was here when she did it twice. 
What? Henry exclaims. 
Shhh, Clarissa says. They'll know I'm here. 
Henry sits down beside her, folding his legs. You'll never believe what I did today, he says. 
Wait, Clarissa says. She scoots around on the floor until she is sitting next to Henry. She delicately takes his hand in hers. She rests her head on his shoulder. One of her braids is pressed against his face, a tight cable of hair that smells like peaches. 
Okay, she sighs. 
Henry rests his head on the top of hers. Today I saw this guy downtown, he says. 
What guy? 
Some guy, I don't know. He looked like someone. I can't figure out who. 
Henry gestures excitedly and Clarissa takes his hand and calms him back down.
Was he a teacher? she asks. 
I don't think so. He was really familiar. 
Why didn't you ask him? 
Because, Henry says. He was acting weird. 
How? Clarissa asks. 
I don't know, Henry says, shrugging. Weird. He was looking in windows and stuff. He went in the bookstore.
What's weird about that? 
I don't know. He was just weird. Like he didn't belong, but he was trying not to give himself away. 
Oh, Clarissa says. 
I followed him.
Where did he go? she asks.
I followed him, Henry says, to the junkyard. 
Our junkyard? 
Sometimes Clarissa and Henry and their friends would sneak into the junkyard and pretend to drive the cars. 
Yes, our junkyard, Henry says. But you won't believe what happened.
 
•   •   •
 
There is a loud knock on the door.
Clarissa claps her hands to her mouth. With the practice of a cat burglar, she scrunches down and pulls herself under Henry's bed in one smooth motion. 
What, Henry says.
Mom says show's almost on, Henry's sister Tilly says, voice muffled through the door. 
I don't care, butthead, Henry says. 
Fine, I don't care either, his sister shouts. 
Her footsteps clomp down the stairs, and Henry can hear her complaining to his mother. 
Clarissa leans out from under the bed. So what happened?
Henry! His mother's voice is thunderous and impatient.
Clarissa darts back under the bed.
What? Henry shouts. 
Downstairs! his mother shouts back. Right now!
I'll tell you later, he mutters to Clarissa.
Clarissa, accustomed to these fractured moments, reaches for the stack of Superman comics that Henry keeps on the floor just under the bed and starts to read from where she left off a few days prior.
Henry bounds down the stairs, letting the door swing shut behind him. What? he shouts. 
 
•   •   •
 
I don't like this guy, Henry's sister, Olivia, mutters.
You don't like him because he's not Derek, Henry says.
Shut up, pottyface.
Pottyface? Oh, ouch, yeah. Henry leans close to his sister. Derek's probably gay, you know. 
Shut up!
Both of you, Henry's father warns. Keep it down. 
You're not even watching, Olivia complains.
Behind his open newspaper, her father ignores her. 
He should have to watch, too, Olivia says.
On the television, a scruffy young man in a denim jacket stenciled with protest slogans is singing a scratchy cover of "Born in the USA". A thousand people watch, along with a table of several critical judges. The song ends, the audience explodes, and the judges shake their heads, some appreciatively.
That was pretty good, Henry's mother says. 
Boy was probably born in 1994, Henry's father says. Probably doesn't have any idea what he's singing about.
Still, his mother says. He was good.
Henrys father just ruffles his newspaper.
The show breaks for commercial, and Olivia groans. They always never show their score! I hate commercials.
They want you to hang around and keep watching, Henry's father says. 
Their father picks up the remote control and flips to another station.
Dad! Olivia cries. 
We'll go back in a moment, her father says. You won't miss anything.
We always miss something! she wails. 
Henry ignores all of this, though.
On the television, the evening news anchors are discussing the continued search for a certain disappeared person. There's a clip playing. The female anchor is saying, ...from his last public appearance nearly three months ago.
The clip shows a technology convention, people crowded into a large hall, occupying every seat and square foot of standing room, while on the stage a familiar man is speaking.
Henry inhales sharply. 
His mother says, Henry, what's wrong?
Olivia says, Da-aaaddd!
His father returns to the singing game show.
Henry stares through the TV.
The man on the news program was the stranger.
 
•   •   •
 
Clarissa is waiting in the same place, beneath the bed, when Henry scampers back upstairs to his room. 
Who won? she asks. 
Nobody wins, Henry says. Not until like four hundred episodes from now. It's just sing, sing, sing, sing, sing, oh, okay, you win. 
I don't watch those shows, she says. I didn't know.
I wish I didn't. 
Clarissa is still under Henry's bed. 
Hey, he says. You should come out. Why are you still under there? 
Clarissa slides out and stands up. I don't know. It was kind of quiet. I liked it. 
Clarissa has been sneaking into Henry's bedroom for nearly three months, since she ran away from home. It's amazing to Henry that she hasn't been discovered yet. He's also surprised that he hasn't spilled the beans about her sleeping over. He's usually not so good with secrets. But by successfully hiding a stowaway -- and getting away with it for so long -- he's begun to feel a tiny bit invincible. 
So, she says. 
So, Henry says. 
So, stupid, Clarissa says, and throws a pillow at him. Are you going to finish your story or what? 
My story, Henry says. Oh, shit. Yes. Where was I?
You said I wouldn't believe what happened next. I've been sitting here in suspense for almost an hour, Henry. It better be pretty good.
 



The Library
 
What's on your mind?
Steven looks up at Stacy. When did you come back? 
You know I never really leave, Stacy says. 
Don't remind me, Steven says. 
What's on your mind? Stacy repeats. 
Steven sighs and looks at his hands. At the moment? he asks. 
At the moment, Stacy clarifies. 
He sighs again. Fireballs. 
Fireballs?
As a means of destruction, he says. 
Fireballs would be inefficient, Stacy suggests. Do they have a core? 
I wasn't thinking about the details. 
What were you thinking about, then? Stacy asks. 
What I always think about, he says. Human response. 
Would fireballs frighten you? 
I suppose, he says. They're a little too Hollywood. 
What other options have you considered? 
This is one of the great skills Stacy possesses: the ability to sustain and explore a conversation, rather than simply respond to inputs the way most artificial constructs have traditionally done. 
Oh, he says. I suppose there's rising sea levels. 
Would rising sea levels frighten you? 
They do frighten me. But they're also not fast enough to be truly terrifying. If people listened, they'd be afraid. But they don't generally listen to the numbers. The numbers are horrifying. 
No, he continues. Not sea levels. 
What's your favorite means of destruction? 
I wouldn't say I have a favorite, Steven answers. That would imply a level of sadism I'm not sure I'm partial to. 
What, then? 
I would categorize means of destruction as... possibilities of interest, he finishes. I'm mostly interested in the objective human response to these stimuli. That, and also the data around possible total casualties. 
This talk of casualties implies sadism, Stacy cautions. 
Well, nobody is all good, Steven says. Let's not talk anymore. I'd like to read a book, please. 
Which title would you prefer? Stacy asks. 
My favorite, please.
 
•   •   •
 
 
His favorite book will soon be seventy-five years old. It's a science fiction novel, still fondly remembered by apocalyptos, titled Earth Abides. It's the story of a plague that decimates humanity, leaving scattered survivors to adapt to a world suddenly unchecked by man's impact. Even at a young age, Steven was fascinated by the social experiment that the book embodied, and its questions about humanity's resilience and privilege. When there were almost no humans left, could humans start over? Could they do it better? What would they learn from their past? 
More than anything he was enamored by the idea of a life lived in complete solitude. He had daydreams about the end of the world, casting himself as the last survivor. He asked his mother to let him become a Boy Scout so that he could learn survival skills, anticipating the day when he might need to set his own broken leg because there were no more doctors, or purify his own drinking water from radiation-poisoned sources. But Steven was terrible at tying knots and building pinewood derby racers, and so essentially flunked out of the organization. 
In elementary school, his teacher Miss Lehman assigned a book report on a title of their choosing. The only requirement, she stipulated, was that it had to come from the school library.
Steven hated the school library. At his age, his reading level was highly accelerated, and the books in the school's possession were generally the kind stamped with grade levels. Appropriate for grades 4-6. 
Steven had no interest in reading such books. 
He examined the library's card catalog system, determined that it was only mildly digitized, and set about counterfeiting a listing. He started by hiding in the library until the elderly librarian pulled the Closed chain across the entrance and walked to the cafeteria to eat her lunch. The same lunch every day, he had observed. A container of soup, and three crackers. 
When she was gone, he dug in for what he assumed would be a tedious exercise in accessing the system. Steven was prepared to guess passwords, to hunt around the terminal for the usual handwritten reminder -- or even the password itself. But the terminal was online and unlocked, and without much trouble Steven learned how to enter a new title into the system. 
He checked his copy of Earth Abides for the ISBN, and couldn't find it. The Internet, however, was happy to serve up the information, and Steven dutifully plugged it all into the database. 
Inside each of the library's books was a small envelope containing a card. This card was simple enough, with a handwritten log of each child who borrowed the title, and the date it was loaned. Steven searched the library for a stack of unused cards, and came up empty. He concluded that the library must not frequently add books to its collection. 
He waited for the librarian to return, and he borrowed a book about a large red dog. 
After school, he asked his mother to drive him to an office supply store. While she remained in the car, smoking cigarette after cigarette, Steven wandered the paper aisle, comparing the envelope and card inside his library book to the options on the shelves. Nothing matched quite well, but he thought that if he found something similar enough to the real thing, he could probably fake it. 
And so he did, carefully cutting and folding a manila folder to create the pocket envelope. He trimmed an index card to create the blue-ruled sheet that itemized the borrow record. For the final touch, he took several different pens from his father's office desk, and he laboriously wrote eleven names and dates in different inks. He tried very hard to make each line look different from the next, so that it wasn't obvious that a child had forged the writing.
The next day he smuggled his copy of Earth Abides into the school library, its borrower's card pasted inside the cover. He carried it to the librarian's desk among a stack of other books he had selected -- The Castle in the Attic, Are You There, God? It's Me, Margaret, and the like -- and stood in line. 
At the last moment, as he handed his books over to the librarian, he panicked. He had painstakingly created the borrower's card -- but he had not thought about adding those same names and dates to the database! If the librarian noticed... he imagined the worst. 
But she did not, and she carefully wrote his name and the date on the fake card, and tucked it into the book, and gave the stack back to him. 
Voracious reader, she said proudly. 
He could only nod, and skittered out of the library, feeling fiercely nervous and intensely thrilled simultaneously. 
The book reports were due a few days later, and he wrote a dissertation about the human species and its eventual end. He handed it in proudly. 
The next day, each child was asked to read his or her report aloud to the class. Steven suffered quietly through seven papers written about Ramona Quimby, one about a picture book, and eleven others that were the most boring things he'd ever heard. 
Then Miss Lehman stood up and segued into a mathematics lesson, and Steven was outraged. Where was his report? Why wasn't he allowed to read it? Did he get a grade? Did he fail? Was his report too good? 
After class, Miss Lehman returned his paper to him with a small yellow card stapled to it. 
PLEASE HAVE YOUR PARENTS SIGN THIS CARD, it read. Below it was a short message suggesting that his parents call to arrange a conference. 
Steven was eight years old. 
The first sentence of his book report read: There are literally thousands of species who live on this planet, and there is nothing special about mankind that should preclude his eventual extinction.
 
•   •   •
 
Steven is not a swimmer, but he has decided to become one. He does not run, and yet, it seems like a good idea to learn how. And so the third level of the space station has been designed for a parallel-universe Steven, one who swims and runs and knows what a kettlebell is. 
Today Steven wakes early. The walls of his sleep quarters simulate natural daylight, timed to actual day and night cycles. A gauzy curtain hangs over the walls to complete the illusion of sunlight. At night, the walls dim except for in scattered pixels that are mapped to local star patterns. 
The space station is everything the last man on Earth could want.
He blinks himself awake. 
Good morning, Stacy says. 
I think I'll swim today, Steven says. 
I'll warm the pool, Stacy says. Do you prefer a suit today?
Since he moved out of his parents' home and into his first apartment, one of Steven's pleasures has been walking around naked. But in the space station, he has the idea that he will have lost something of civilization if he simply flops about like an ape. Each morning, then, Stacy presents several wardrobe options that she has selected from a library of clothing hidden deep in the walls. 
But today, he thinks, he just wants to be himself.
No suit, he says. 
Very well, Stacy replies. And your outfit for the day? 
No outfit.
I'll avert my eyes, Stacy says. 
Suit yourself, says Steven, climbing out of bed. But I wouldn't mind. 
 
•   •   •
 
Level three is beautiful, but it is not yet Steven's favorite zone. He has never been what people regard as unhealthy, but he is comfortably overweight, shy of obese, and eschews exercise that does not contribute something to his more creative goals. 
Still, he attempts to visit level three once every day or two. 
He occasionally refers to it as hell.
Stacy had offered to rename the location to Hell in her mapping system, and for a moment, Steven considered it.
He swims for a time, understanding in theory that he should be synchronizing the motions of his arms and feet to propel himself forward more effectively, but unable to execute this theory very well. His arms bravely cut through the water. His legs drift below the surface, flailing about now and then. 
You appear to be struggling, Stacy says. 
Steven's face is beneath the water when she says this. Her voice hums through the water, startlingly clear. He had forgotten that he specified that she should be audible in all circumstances, from any place within the space station. 
He realizes for the first time that this means that he will not have privacy even when he is drowning. 
He stops swimming and stands up in the pool. The water reaches his collarbone.
I'm not struggling, he says. 
Your physical efforts do not match usual water exercise patterns, Stacy observes. I concluded that you were struggling.
Well, I wasn't. Anyway, how would you know? 
The west wall of the room is overtaken with a collection of still and moving images. Stacy flings them onto the wall quickly and irregularly. There is an image of a dog paddling in a lake. A home video of a boy swimming in a small pool. Another video shows a scuba diver chasing fish. There are dozens more, including footage from Olympic events, a clip from an old science fiction movie, Gattaca, and clips of Aquaman shooting through the ocean in old Justice League cartoons. 
I conducted some visual research and compared my findings to your behavior, Stacy says. 
I was swimming just like any one of those, Steven protests. 
I analyzed your wave and wake patterns, and searched for similar behaviors as well, she responded. 
The images of powerful swimmers shrink out of view, and Stacy flings new images into the wall. The struggling monster squid from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. Mickey Mouse drowning in a flooding room, from Fantasia. An animation of a mammoth twisting about in a tar pit. 
Oh, shut up, Steven says. 
He slogs through the water to the steps, and climbs out of the pool, naked. 
Will you be continuing your exercise regimen? Stacy asks.
Steven rests his hands on his knees, then looks up at Stacy's glowing orb. What?
You've completed a moderate level of aerobic activity, she says. Perhaps you would be interested in some weight training, or resistance exercises?
You're my goddamn trainer now?
Frequently when he snaps at her, Stacy's responses become cooler and more formulated. 
I detect a hostile response, she says now. 
You're goddamn right, he says, angry now. You just compared me to a drowning elephant.
I believe the subject was a mammoth, and it was not precisely drowning.
New rule, he shouts. Don't bother me on level three unless it looks like I'm dying. Understand? 
I understand, Stacy says.
Fucking good, Steven mutters. 
In my defense, Steven, Stacy adds, I was not certain that dying was not exactly what you were doing in the swimming pool.
Stacy, Steven says.
Sir? 
Fuck the fuck off, please. 
Fucking off, sir, she says. And Stacy's light hops away, dimming as it goes. 
He blinks at her use of profanity. 
That was new. 
 
•   •   •
 
After his swim, Steven retires to his own library, recessed into the eastern wall of level four. It is encased in glass, with a single desk in the center of the room, surrounded by  dozens and dozens of banks of servers that radiate out from the center in gently curved arcs. He crosses to the desk, leaving wet footprints behind on each pale floor panel. Stacy patiently flips each floor panel behind him, replacing it with its dry underside. 
Stacy, he says. Show me today.
The desk's surface flickers to life, and images begin to flit across it. There are video segments displaying the day's news -- the Iranian rebellion, the final game of the World Cup, the little girl in Manitoba who donated her own savings to the hospital caring for her little brother. Thousands of written texts pass by. Critical reviews of new technology. Reports of political gains and roadblocks. 
Archive it, he says. 
The desk's surface changes to reveal a simple file structure. A data stream pours into a container labeled 2023. 
Archived, Stacy says. 
Let's go play some games, Steven says. 
Would you like to dress first? 
Steven looks down, then at Stacy's orb overhead. 
Does my penis bother you? he asks.
Your penis is fine, Stacy answers.
Then let's play some games.
 



 
The Secret Hideout
 
He was on the news again last night, Henry whispers. 
I still don't understand why he's famous, Clarissa says softly.
That's because you don't use Nucleus.
I don't have a computer.
I know. But everybody uses Nucleus. 
I don't.
Dummy, Henry says. I just said I know. 
Don't call me dummy, dummy, Clarissa whispers. 
My dad says when he was a kid they used a thing called Facebook, Henry says. He says it was sort of like the ancestor of Nucleus. Except you couldn't sightlink or touchlink. You had to send these messages asking someone if they would be your friend. 
I don't know what we're talking about any more, Clarissa says.
Forget it. 
No, Clarissa pleads. Teach me!
What's the point? You have to see these things to understand them. 
Clarissa is on the verge of tears. I want to go home. 
You don't have a home, Henry says.
She begins to weep. Henry looks startled, then resentful, then helpless. Clarissa turns and crouch-runs away from the junkyard fence. 
Wait, Henry says. He turns and runs after her. 
Go away, she says.
Wait, no. I didn't mean that. I'm sorry. 
No, you aren't. 
I am, I really am. I didn't mean it.
She sniffs. Then why did you say it? You're my only friend.
Henry shrugs. I don't know. I don't know why.
If you don't know why, then why did you? It doesn't make sense. 
I don't know. He shrugs again. I'm... I'm an eleven-year-old boy. 
That doesn't explain anything. I'm going ho-- 
She begins to cry again. 
I know. But it's okay. It's okay. 
He touches her hair tentatively, and she looks up at him, surprised. 
Why did you do that? 
Shrugging is becoming his only means of communication. I was trying to, I don't know. Maybe make you feel better.
She stares at him, then smiles. Her cheeks push up into her eyes, and tears spill over them. 
She throws her arms around him. He is startled, and then puts his arms around her, too. Her grip grows tighter. 
Into his shoulder she says, I wish I could go home. 
Henry doesn't know what to say. 
 
•   •   •
 
Clarissa allows Henry to coax her back to the junkyard fence. He promises her that, if the mysterious billionaire emerges, it will be a sight to see. She imagines smoke and fireworks and glamour, but knows that won't be the case. She can imagine a man climbing out of the trunk of a Chevrolet.
What's more interesting to her is why he went into it. 
This is something that Henry seems not to have considered. Men don't simply disappear into cars for the spectacle of it. Henry is caught up in the excitement of having witnessed something unusual, but hasn't slowed down long enough to wonder why that moment occurred. 
Clarissa is certain that the man is not simply sleeping in the trunk. Rich men have better places to sleep, even if they're trying very hard to get away from other people.
Henry, she whispers.
Henry has one eye pressed to a knothole in the wooden fence. 
What, he says.
Why do you think he went into the car? 
I don't know, Henry says.
No, really, she says. She puts her hand on Henry's shoulder and tugs him away from the fence. You haven't thought about it? 
I don't know, Henry says again. I guess not. 
Henry, why do people climb into the trunks of cars? she asks.
He considers this. They don't? he finally says. 
That's right, she agrees. They don't. 
He stares at her, still seeming to miss the connection.
Henry, she says. What does that mean?
I don't know. 
She's beginning to get frustrated.
If I told you to get into a car's trunk for no reason, would you?
Pshfft, Henry sputters. No. 
Well, what would make you want to get into the trunk of the car? 
He finally seems to think about it. Maybe there's money in there? 
Okay, that's a decent enough reason. But he already has like six hundred bazillion dollars. 
Maybe it's a lot of money?
Think about it this way, she says. Did you see him come out? 
Nuh-uh, Henry says. He didn't come out.
And how long did you wait and watch the car? Clarissa asks.
Maybe ten minutes? he says.
And if you were in the trunk of a car, wouldn't you want out long before ten minutes? 
Not if I was asleep, Henry says. Hey, maybe he's asleep! Or maybe he's dead and the car is his coffin!
Henry, Henry, she says. She shakes her head at him.
He doesn't like it when she does this. What? 
Henry, she says. I think he lives in there. 
 
•   •   •
 
Night starts to fall, and it begins to get cool. Henry regrets leaving his coat at home. Clarissa seems nice and warm in hers. 
After they get bored trying to blow rings with their frosty breath, Henry says, Okay, so let me see if I get it. You think he lives in a car? 
Didn't we already talk about this? Clarissa sighs.
I don't get it, though. I mean, why would you get into the trunk? Why wouldn't you just sleep inside like a normal person who lives in their car? And why would you live in a Chevy Corsica that only has three doors? Why wouldn't you pick, I don't know, like, a van or something? 
I think you're missing the point, Clarissa says. Have you ever seen a movie where someone had a hidden room? 
Like a secret one? A secret hidden room? 
Yes.
I think so. 
Okay, she says. So how do people usually hide secret rooms? 
I don't know, he says. Behind other things?
Exactly! They hide them behind other things. Or inside of other things. Or underneath other things. Like behind bookcases or paintings. 
So what you're saying --
What I'm saying, Henry, is that the car is just the front door.
So what's inside the car? he asks.
She's had some time to think about this as night fell.
It's not what's inside the car, she says. I mean, look at it. It's a car trunk. You can't really put much inside a car trunk. 
So what, then? 
I think it's what's underneath the car. 
But there's just junk underneath the car. 
Henry, she says, drawing his name out slowly. I think you're missing the point. You miss the point a lot. 
Hey, he says.
Do you think it's safe to go in there? she asks. Will he know? 
I don't know.
But you haven't seen him come out, right? 
Not since he went in. 
Which was, like, four days ago? 
I think so. 
Okay, she says. Let's go inside.
Henry says, I don't know. What if he comes out right now? 
Don't be a crybaby, Clarissa says. 
I'm not the one who --
Shut it. 
She points, and he leads the way to the Silver Cloud Lane side of the junkyard. He crouches beside a particularly rotted board, then carefully pulls it toward him. It's loose enough that he can swing it to his left. He holds it back and Clarissa squeezes through the space. 
He follows. 
The junkyard is quiet, which has always creeped him out. The sun is almost completely down, and it's getting hard to see. His instinct is to creep across the yard, but Clarissa just marches straight over to the old Corsica. She kneels down and squints up underneath it, and frowns. 
The entire car appears to be resting precariously atop a heap of scrap and discarded appliances. There's a microwave, a washing machine, a hair dryer, assorted sheets of metal and rusted wheels. It looks like it might come crashing down on top of Clarissa at any moment. 
He darts to her side, still crouch-running, and says, Careful, I think it might --
Clarissa grabs the microwave in both hands and shakes it violently.
To Henry's amazement, it doesn't budge. 
I knew it, she says. 
What did you know? Please be careful.
It's totally safe, she says. Look.
He scoots forward and looks where she is pointing. 
See it? she asks.
See what? 
The welding marks. 
Where? 
Henry, she says, exasperated. Look. Here. 
He follows her finger. She touches a lumpy ridge of metal that seems to connect the microwave to the washing machine just below it. 
You're right, he says. What does it mean?
It means, she says, that someone wanted this to look like a pile of junk. But it's really just the shape of a pile of junk. 
But why would you do that? 
You would do that if you wanted to hide something, Henry. 
Like... a secret room? 
Like a secret room, she says.
 
•   •   •
 
In school the only thing Henry can think about is secret rooms. He gets a library pass from his history teacher, who is happy to write it, since Henry usually just draws offensive reenactments of historical scenes on his desktop during class, and goes off in search of books about hidden spaces. 
He inadvertently missed his next class. He stumbled across stories about secret passageways in ancient monasteries, and hidden tunnels beneath the White House grounds, and speakeasy storage rooms hidden behind movable walls, and asylums with secret basements and "treatment" chambers. 
After school he waits for Clarissa to appear at his window. She starts to climb inside, but he shoulders a bag and says, Let's go. 
They wait at the fence for nearly an hour before Henry works up the courage to go inside again. 
What did you try last time? Clarissa asks. 
Nothing that worked, he says. I tried prying the trunk open with a pipe, but it didn't work. I tried going through the back seat. I tried using the trunk latch under the dashboard. Nothing happened.
What did you bring? 
He opens the bag and shows her. 
 



 
The Man and His Dream
 
During one of their early planning meetings, Steven ate lunch with Tomas on the roof of the Nucleus headquarters in Mountain View. He had already hired Tomas to build the space station, but they were still figuring out how many floors it required. 
Tomas didn't yet know how big the project was going to be. 
That afternoon, in the warm sun, they ate savory crepes and sipped imported beer, and Steven asked, Do you read much science fiction? 
Tomas shook his head. I wish I had the time, he said. 
There's a book, Steven said, about a probe discovered in space. It's passing close enough to Earth that we send men to examine it. The whole thing appears solid from the outside, but on the inside, it's a microcosm.
A microcosm, Tomas had said, dubiously.
Right. The men open it up and the whole probe is hollow, and there's a whole environment inside of it. There are mountains and oceans and weather systems and everything. 
That sounds pretty cool, Tomas said. What happened to the men? 
It doesn't matter, Steven had said. I want you to build that for me. 
A space probe? 
I want you to build exactly that environment, Steven repeated. But I want you to build it half a mile beneath the Earth. 
I don't know if I can do that. I don't even know if that's possible.  An ocean? Weather? 
I want the closest thing possible. It can't be that hard. 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven reflects on that conversation as he watches the sunset behind the trees. The branches wave gently in the wind, rocking to sleep the birds that have nested there. There's a slight chill in the air, the kind you feel just before an evening rain. 
And indeed it begins to rain. 
The rain falls lightly, then the volume increases until it's fairly pounding the ground around him. A thin mist rises upward, building a fog bank that clings to the trees and shrubbery.
Steven's no sadist, whatever Stacy may think of him. He double-stomps the earth beneath his feet, and the rain ceases to fall on the few square feet where he stands.
Stacy chides, That's not exactly preserving the illusion. 
What do you know about illusions? You're practically one yourself. 
Maybe one day I'll be a real girl, Stacy says. 
He can almost hear a tone of wishfulness in her words. 
You're not becoming sentient on me, are you? he asks. 
Stacy doesn't reply. 
He'll have to consider whether that counts as a yes.
 
•   •   •
 
Level two may be his favorite. It certainly was the most complicated to design and build. Unlike the other three levels, Steven had to stay mostly out of the labs and allow the experts to plan this level for him. The complexities of simulated ecosystems were outside of his area of expertise. 
But he could certainly program interfaces and behaviors into the room, such as the ability to disable weather in small grids at will. So he did. 
He sometimes calls this level the bay, because it reminds him of an anonymous bay that his parents visited once when he was too small to collect many details, such as its name. 
There are evergreen trees on the north end of the space, collected organically to create a woods he can wander through. For now, they are not much taller than Steven himself, but over time they will grow, and he is curious what the bay will look like in ten years, or twenty. When he walks between the trees now, he feels a bit like a giant. 
The trees are in a meadow that gives way to sand and sawgrass, and as the space moves south, the land succumbs to sea. It is not a great sea, only an approximation of one. But the water here is cycled separately from the rest of the space station, and injected with salt. Artificial winds carry the tang of its scent across the entire vast room, so that even when Steven is out of sight of the ocean, he is able to smell it. The water laps at the shore, sometimes surging at it, powered by wave machines and supported with additional sound effects. If he wanted to, he could swim here, but he has always been afraid of the ocean, and he preserves that fear by staying out of his own false sea. 
There are no walking paths or benches. The ceiling of this room is higher than the others, and the artists who designed it have cleverly designed it to appear even more distant than it is, through a combination of layered weather elements, cycled artwork and natural, random light patterns.
There are birds here, but they are the only wildlife he would allow. He discussed the possibility of introducing more species -- the idea of riding a horse on his beach was appealing -- but ultimately concluded that the risk and maintenance requirements were too great. What would he do when one of his animals killed and ate another? It would happen. The idea worried his stomach. And so birds are all he allows. Their sounds comfort him. The birds are acclimating slowly to the environment. All of the deceptions he has constructed to make the space appear larger than it is have taken a toll on the birds, whose sad corpses he often finds strewn about, rendered lifeless by collisions with the walls or the ceiling, or, on at least two occasions, from flying into the atmosphere generators. If this continues, maybe he will not replace the birds. 
He is always amazed by the realness of the space, even the artificial clouds and rain. Here, it is always late fall, never winter, never summer. This room is the quiet space that, until now, has always existed deep within his own mind. 
He may call it the bay, but level two is Steven's Rama.
 
•   •   •
 
The various levels of the space station are connected by a warren of secret passageways, service tunnels and elevator systems. Though Steven never expects to be discovered, he has planned for the worst. At any moment, he can slip away from any level of the space station. Each passage is invisible, except to him, and can only be entered by someone possessing his biometric signatures. Each passage has an additional hidden door inside of it, and that door leads to his panic room, which is nearly as large as any one of the levels of the station. The panic room is essentially level 2.5.
In the event of a singular threat on his life, Steven will retreat to the panic room, which duplicates many of the functions of the rest of the space station. The panic room has a life support capacity of two years. He can also escape at any time to the surface, though the escape route is terrifying to him. He had asked Tomas for something more reasonable, but this was one area Tomas could not improve. To escape the panic room, Steven must climb a ladder half a mile to the surface, through a tunnel even narrower than the one by which he enters the space station.
He does not expect to use the panic room.
If something goes wrong, Steven prefers to visit level one. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
On their first meeting, Tomas said to Steven, Tell me why you want such a place. It is a great undertaking, and it will no doubt be a very exciting facility. But it is the most expensive thing I have ever heard of. Why do you want to build this? 
Steven had looked at him calmly and asked, Do you ever think about the end of the world? 
So, Tomas said, it is an elaborate bomb shelter? A survival complex? 
It is more than that, Steven had said. 
What is it for? 
Have you ever thought about what it would be like to be the last surviving person on Earth? 
Tomas shook his head. I have never really thought about it. 
I have. And so this building is not designed to protect me from the end of the world, from bombs or asteroids or chemical weapons or whatever. 
It would be strong enough for all of those things, I think, Tomas said. 
Yes, because I'd like to live. But simply living is not why I'd like to survive. 
What more is there?
I want to watch it all happen, Steven had confessed. I am completely fascinated by the concept of the end of our species. Somebody should witness it, catalog it, write about it, preserve the story of our disappearance from Earth, shouldn't they? Why shouldn't that be me? 
So it is... what? Tomas asked.
It is a time capsule, Steven said. Maybe in millions of years a new species will rise on our planet, and they will discover the remains of our civilization. And one day they might stumble across this complex, and crack it open, and discover a well-preserved moment in time. Who we were, what we did, how we died. All of it recorded here. 
Will you fire me if I express my doubts? Tomas asked.
I want you to embrace those doubts, Steven had said. Embrace them, and then build me something that puts even your doubts to rest. That's the building project of the millennium. 
A time capsule, Tomas repeated dubiously. 
A time capsule. 
 
•   •   •
 
Level one is Steven's contingency plan. 
He has protected the level and its contents even from Stacy. If the worst occurs, he would prefer to avoid the distraction of an AI. 
Level one is ominously sealed behind a very thick steel door. Warning labels festoon the walls around the door. There are cameras, lights, alarms. Other than the heavily secured front door, the only access to this level is through the panic room. 
Inside the room are enough weapons, vehicles, ammunition, armor and supplies to sustain a small army of survivors. The vehicles are parked on elevation platforms so that he can quickly ascend to the surface without exposing himself to harm. They are armored, sealed against contagions and hazardous substances, and have no exposed parts. 
Each vehicle has a mounted cannon. 
Steven does not expect he will ever need to access this room and its materials of war.
But it is there. From time to time he sends Stacy away, and then he slips into the passages that lead to his panic room. Inside the panic room, he rides a rising floor into the center of level one. He just stands there, studying his armory, the haz-mat suits, the body armor, the cases of automatic rifles, the canisters of blinding gas. 
Then he rides the floor back into the panic room, slips back into his quarters, and proceeds with his day. 
It is inconvenient that Steven has given Stacy a glowing avatar of light. When she 'leaves', her avatar scampers away and fades. Steven designed this as a comforting mechanism, so that he could do away with the irritating sensation of being watched all of the time. 
It works so well that he often forgets that Stacy's avatar is only for show.
Stacy is always watching. 
 



 
The Infiltrators
 
Clarissa shrieks. 
Henry closes the bag and jumps backward. Wait, no, he says. It's not real! 
Clarissa stops. It's not real?
He opens the bag again and shows her the sticks of dynamite inside. 
She reaches in and picks one up. It's just a wooden dowel, she says.
There were a bunch of them in my dad's workshop, Henry says. So I spray-painted them red and tied some string to them. 
She throws the dowel at his head. He doesn't see it coming, and the dowel hits him above the ear. 
What was that for? he says, grabbing his head. 
Because, she says, dynamite could have worked!
Why did you scream? 
I don't know! she shouts. I just did! Is that okay?
Fine! he insists. Stop yelling at me!
She stops. Sorry. 
So how do we get in now? 
Well, dynamite could have worked, Clarissa says. But it would have been pretty loud. Someone would have come to see what happened. And then we would never get into the car. So it's probably good that you didn't get real dynamite.
See, he says.
But, she retorts, it also could have worked. 
What if it blew up whatever is underneath the car? Henry asks. 
Well, that's possible, too, Clarissa says.
So we're back at square one, Henry says.
Square one, Clarissa agrees.
Not exactly, Stacy says. 
 
•   •   •
 
Clarissa shrieks again. 
Henry looks around. Who said that? 
Stacy says, That would be me. Over here. 
Clarissa is still shrieking.
Henry says, Hey, stop. I can't hear. Over where?
Here, Stacy says, and to signal Henry, she raises the car lid gently, and lets it fall shut again.
Clarissa stops shrieking and stares at the car, eyes wide.
Henry, she says. Did the car just talk to us? Does the car have a mouth? 
Henry shakes his head. I don't know. 
Ask it, Clarissa says, elbowing him.
Um, Henry says. Car? 
Yes, Stacy says. The trunk lid snicks open and shut. 
Clarissa leaps backward and opens her mouth. 
Henry slaps his hand over her mouth. Shh, he says. This is really, really cool.
Clarissa just stares.
Car, Henry says again. What day is today?
The trunk lid moves as Stacy speaks. Today is Tuesday, the fourteenth of November, two thousand twenty-three. 
Oh my god, this is so cool, Henry breathes. Car! Car, what time is it? 
The time is ten forty-one a.m., Stacy says, still bouncing the trunk lid for effect. I see you are both very small humans, so I must ask. Should you not be in compulsory educational sessions at this time?
Clarissa gasps. It knows we're playing hooky.
Henry says, It's a holiday! 
There are no nationally-recognized holidays on this date, Stacy says. World Diabetes Day is recognized today, but I do not believe that educational facilities close in observance of such an occasion. 
Holy shit, Clarissa says. It's a smart car. 
Henry says, Car, what is two plus two?
I will answer your question, Stacy says, but we must first define the scale of measurement necessary to answer. Do you prefer the nominal scale? Or perhaps the ordinal scale? We might also use the interval scale or the ratio scale. I should point out that I believe the answer you are looking for is 'four', but that answer is only correct when we are using the interval or ratio scale. 
Henry is dumbfounded. Uh, he says. Never mind.
Clarissa says, This isn't real, right? Someone is fucking with us, right? 
Stacy says, To be honest, I am a little fucking with you. But I am real. 
What do you mean, you're -- Clarissa starts.
Henry interrupts. Where did the man go who climbed in your mouth? 
Stacy actually laughs. Where do you think he went? 
Clarissa says, I think he's... underground. I think you're just his doorway. 
Stacy says, The female child is correct. 
Henry squints at the car. So... what's down there? 
Stacy opens the trunk of the Corsica. It illuminates from within.
Both children jump back.
Come and see, she says. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
I'm not going in until you tell me what's --
Henry interrupts Clarissa. This is awesome!
He darts up the solid trash pile and peers into the trunk of the dilapidated Corsica. The interior of the trunk has been torn away and resculpted into a smooth metal funnel. Just inside the mouth, Henry can see the first of several rungs emerging from the wall. The rungs appear to be part of the wall, not something bolted on afterward. 
There is a gently trembling light emerging from the tunnel.
Henry, I don't know if we should, Clarissa says.
Stacy interjects. This is perfectly safe. I give you my word.
Yes, but who are you? Clarissa asks. You sound... maybe not real.
Henry excitedly says, Are you a robot? Are you seriously like a robot? 
My name is Stacy. And I can see that you're a little nervous, Clarissa. Let me provide you with some context, so that you can make the best decision for yourself. 
How did you know my name? Clarissa demands. 
Stacy does not tell her the truth -- that she quickly scanned a series of dubiously-protected databases for the faces of girls between the ages of ten and fourteen, and matched Clarissa's face to a yearbook photo from her last recorded grade completed. Instead, she says, I know all the children in the world, Clarissa. 
She applied the most benevolent voice filters possible to that sentence, but Clarissa appears even more appalled. 
That is seriously creepy, she says. Henry, don't go in there. This feels wrong. 
Henry is already throwing a leg over the trunk. 
Henry! Clarissa warns. 
I will return him safely, Stacy says to Clarissa. I promise.
And the trunk lid closes over Henry.
 
 
 
•   •   •
 
At the bottom of the ladder, Henry looks back up towards the surface. It's dark, and he can't even see the inside of the Corsica's trunk above him.
Come, Henry, Stacy says.
Stacy's avatar is visible on the far wall, bobbing gently. 
Is that you? he asks. You're a talking lightbulb? 
I'm much more than that, Stacy says. This is just how I choose to show myself to you. Come with me, please.
He hesitates. Is Clarissa okay? 
Stacy converts a wall of the entry chamber to video. Henry can see the junkyard clearly. The camera must be on one of the fence posts surrounding the yard. It's focused on Clarissa, who is standing in the same place, staring at the trunk. She plunges her fingers into her hair and rocks from one foot to the other, clearly distressed.
She's upset, Henry says. Can I talk to her?
I'll turn on the audio feed, Stacy says. 
-enry! Clarissa's voice calls. Henry! Come out of there!
I'm okay! Henry says. 
Clarissa stops rocking. What?
I'm okay, he repeats. 
Clarissa looks confused. I can't hear you. Henry?
Stacy says, Perhaps speak more loudly.
I'M OKAY, Henry shouts. CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?
Clarissa claps her hands over her ears.
Perhaps more quietly, Stacy suggests.
Is that better? he asks.
Clarissa drops her hands. What's in there? Are you okay? Come out now, okay? I'm scared.
Henry starts to speak, but Stacy interrupts. 
Henry can leave any time, Clarissa, Stacy says. But if he leaves now, that's it. I won't open the car again.
Wait, Henry says. Is there more? I want to see more!
Clarissa says, Let him out. Please? Let him out. Henry, come out!
Henry looks at the video wall. Can she see me? he says quietly.
No. There's no external video display, Stacy says.
Okay, he says. 
Henry? Clarissa asks. What's going on?
Clarissa, he says. I'm going to stay for a little while. I promise I'll come back out. 
He looks around the room for the source of Stacy's voice. You are going to let me out, right? 
Of course, Stacy says. 
She's going to let me out in a little bit, okay? Henry says.
Clarissa looks uncertain. Should I wait? 
This may take awhile, Stacy says to Henry. 
She says it might take--
I heard her, Clarissa says. How long?
Stacy answers. There is much for Henry to see. Perhaps you should return tomorrow.
I'm not really comfortable with this, Clarissa says.
Henry, we should continue, Stacy suggests. 
I'll come out tomorrow, Henry says. 
What about your parents?
Um, he says, uncertainly. I don't know? 
Clarissa says, You know they'll be upset. They'll call the police.
What do I do? Henry asks Stacy.
Who is your best friend? Stacy asks.
I am, Clarissa answers from outside. 
Who else? Stacy asks. Clarissa is not the right solution.
Hey! Clarissa shouts.
Henry thinks. Well, me and Boyd Trillby are okay friends.
Stacy says, One moment.
Her avatar flickers out, leaving the room empty except for Henry and Clarissa on the video wall. 
Clarissa? he says.
I think you should come out, Henry, she says. This worries me! What if this is a trap? What if someone in there likes to eat little kids? 
Are you okay? he asks. 
Do I sound okay? she shrieks. Come out!
Stacy's avatar blooms on the wall next to the video. No need to worry about your parents, she says. They have no objections to you spending the night at Boyd's house. 
How did you -- 
She interrupts. Henry, we must be going now. Clarissa, I will return him to you tomorrow morning at this time. 
Clarissa stomps her foot. Hey, I don't --
The video wall goes dark. At the same moment, a wall across the room separates to reveal an elevator. The inside is padded with blankets. 
That looks scary, Henry says.
It's a service elevator, Stacy says. The other elevator is for Mr. Glass, and he will notice if it is used. 
Mr. Glass the missing man? Henry exclaims.
But Stacy only says, Henry. Come.
He steps into the elevator, and the doors hiss shut behind him.
 
•   •   •
 
Henry? Clarissa says. Henry? Strange robot lady? Hello? 
She tentatively climbs the garbage pile. The Corsica rests innocently there, its trunk closed, most of its windows punched out. 
Clarissa knocks on the trunk. Henry? 
She waves her hands in the air, crossing them in front of her face. Hello? Henry? Hey! Come out!
But there is only silence.
Henry is gone.
 



 
The Recluse
 
In a slip in a marina in Monaco, bobbing gently on the glittering waters of the Mediterranean Sea, is a two hundred thirteen-foot yacht. Its decks have not been walked on since its christening. Its staterooms have never been occupied. Its hull has never passed over a single reef.
The ship's name is Sea of Glass.
Steven had it designed and built because that's what tech billionaires did when they made their first billion. They bought big boats. And on their first night of ownership, they threw large parties, attended by large personalities. And if all went well, by the end of the night they were slightly less than billionaires.
Steven never threw that party. 
Steven threw up in his bathroom at the very idea of such a party. 
Then he wiped his mouth, splashed some water on his face, changed out of his board meeting attire and into no clothes at all, and fell asleep on the sofa watching very old reruns of Six Feet Under, which just reminded him of being a teenager.
He has always struggled with the expectations of being unbelievably rich. It's not something he talks about. The average human being doesn't respond well to the complaints of a rich man. 
The average human being doesn't understand the burdens of a rich man. 
The average human being would happily accept those burdens without realizing just how heavy they are. 
When he was twenty-four, Steven attended a birthday party for Alexander Sharpe. Steven was invited to the party by the chief technology officer from Google. I hate parties like this, the woman had confessed to Steven. They make me nervous.
Steven had sensed a kindred spirit in her, but disliked people so much that he found it impossible to follow that perception up with an actual friendship. 
The Sharpe party was the beginning of Steven's disengagement from society. Steven was relatively unknown in 2012. Most of the partygoers did not know him, and would not have pegged him as the most important person in the room. Nobody knew that in just three years, he would change the course of human interaction forever.
 Not that anybody would have cared. It was 2012. Facebook had recently gone public. Apple had survived the loss of its mentor. Sharpe had turned a failed social experiment into the year's next big technology explosion. 
But Steven had met another young tech fellow named Cerrano Badeh, who had seen in Steven a wet, quivering lump of dough that, perhaps, he could form into something notable.
The women here, Cerrano had said to him, are attracted to the smell of ink and paper. They want money. Do you see that man over there? 
Steven followed Cerrano's pointing finger and saw a man with thinning hair and a considerable gut leaning against the bar. The man was sipping a tumbler of something golden-colored. His back was to Steven.
That man, Cerrano said, could have any woman here he likes. Any woman! Can you imagine that power? 
Steven shook his head. He must be rich? 
Rich is too easy a word, Cerrano said. The man is money itself. He owns three islands. Islands, my friend. Islands make the women glisten with anticipation.
Steven had never seen a woman glisten with anticipation. 
The man at the bar hefted himself off of his elbows and straightened his jacket. A woman, previously hidden by the man's bulk, was suddenly revealed at his side. She wore a dress smaller than Steven had ever seen, with tasteful heels, and her dark hair spun down from a pile in ringlets. 
Cerrano noticed Steven looking. She is beautiful, right? 
She is, Steven agreed.
Her name is Lyn, with one N. She went to high school with me, in a little town called Weed, in the far north of California. Nobody lives in Weed, man. People pass through Weed and laugh about its name. Then she came to the Bay, like I did. But while I came with ideas, she came to meet men with ideas. She does well for herself. What she is wearing, those men paid for. What she drives, the same.
She's a prostitute? Steven asked.
She would slap you for that, Cerrano answered. No, she is an accessory. That's what she calls herself. An accessory. 
Like an escort? 
Perhaps, Cerrano said. She will never tell. She signs personal confidentiality agreements for every man she is with. The things she must know, my friend. One day, she could probably start a company that will be better than every other one, ever. She is smart enough. 
I guess, Steven said. What are you saying? 
That women like Lyn say something about the men they are attached to, Cerrano said. If there is a Lyn on your arm, you are a big deal in this town. If there is a Lyn on your arm, the investors will want to talk to you the next morning. You won't have to lift a finger.
Huh, Steven said. 
 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven had reluctantly allowed Cerrano to arrange an accessory for him for the next event he attended. He had watched the fat man and Lyn all night. Lyn was a tasteful plus one. The fat man was not groping her mindlessly, was not pushing her out the door to get back to his apartment. Whatever happened after they left the party was not teased for all to observe. 
The event was a dinner for the valley's top visionaries. Cerrano was there, and had brought an accessory of his own, so that Steven would feel comfortable. 
She's not really an accessory, Cerrano had whispered to Steven. She's Silvia, my sister-in-law. But she works, right? 
That's weird, Steven said.
People know me, so no investors will be calling me tomorrow. They know I'm a good number two, not a number one. They'll call me when a new startup needs a face with contacts. That's what I'm good at. But ideas? I don't have the ideas. Not like you do.
I don't have an idea, Steven protested.
Oh, but you do. I've heard that you do. People can tell. They're curious who will find out what your idea is first. 
There's no idea, Steven repeated.
Ah, say what you want, Cerrano said. How is your date? 
Date? 
Accessory, date, escort, whatever you prefer. 
Oh, Steven said. She's okay.
Okay, right. Cerrano shook his head. Just be nice to her, okay.
Don't you think accessory is a terrible word for them? Steven asked. It's completely demeaning. It reduces them to --
To what? Tits that hang on your arm? Cerrano waved him off. They gave themselves the name. You think of a better one, you let me know. 
Steven's plus one, Talisha, was in the ladies' room with Cerrano's sister-in-law when the lights dimmed and the host walked to the podium. A room full of guests went quiet. In the dark, the sound of silverware clinking on plates as the attendees sawed at their filets and prime rib. 
Talisha returned and took a seat, softly resting her hand on the back of Steven's neck as she did so. 
He leaned over and said, Is Talisha your real name? 
She smiled patiently at him. Of course. 
I've never heard it before. Are you sure it's not a --
A what? Her face was pink was amusement.
Never mind, he said.
A stripper name? she asked. 
I wasn't going to say that, he had said, embarrassed.
It's nothing like that. It's my grandmother's maiden name. 
Oh, he said. 
And then he had been distracted by her. The dim room, all eyes on the host, afforded him the opportunity to stare just a little. She was small and exotic-looking, though he couldn't quite tell if she was of Asian descent or Latin. Talisha didn't sound like a name of either culture, he thought. Maybe she's lying, he thought. Why wouldn't she lie to me? he thought.
He wondered if her fee for the evening included sex.
He looked at Cerrano, who looked back at him and mouthed, Fucking hot, man. 
Steven looked uncertain. Cerrano was right. He thought of asking Cerrano about the sex arrangement, but couldn't bring himself to do so. And it worried him that Talisha might expect it. 
Her fee for the night was eleven thousand dollars. 
What if she made a pass at him when they left the party? 
What would he do? 
He wondered if other men who paid for their dates worried about such things. No, he decided. Men who paid probably wanted their money's worth. 
He had a sudden vision of Lyn and the fat man standing in front of the window of a very expensive hotel room. Well, the fat man was standing, and Lyn was on her knees. 
Steven had never --
Talisha chose that moment to rest her hand lightly on Steven's right knee.
Steven, in a fit of nervousness, threw up on the table.
 
 
 
•   •   •
 
But Cerrano had been right.
Steven had sent Talisha home with his apologies, and had promised to double her fee. He was humiliated. Only a few people had actually noticed -- in the dark, some heard him, but not many saw who actually vomited during the host's introductory remarks. 
The next morning, Steven and his business partner were invited to pitch ideas to three different venture firms. 
By week's end, they had received initial funding of twenty million dollars. 
Steven was on his way.
And the rest of his ride, through 2013 and 2014, were punctuated with moments of naivete and wishful thinking. Steven looked ridiculous in tuxedoes. He was out of place at rooftop parties. He bought a Maserati, and then felt too self-conscious behind the wheel to drive it. He stayed under the radar and drove his Civic instead. The yacht. Parties of his own invention. Three power homes and an apartment in Manhattan. He chased the image the world seemed to require of him, and failed to embody even the smallest cell of that person's being. 
He stopped sleeping. 
He wrestled with his appetite.
He lost weight and worried his investors. 
He parted ways with most of his friends. 
He objectively studied his life and calculated the moments at which he appeared to be most happy. None of them, to his surprise, involved expensive toys or high-powered friends. While he liked the idea of women, actually being around them seemed to subvert his own nature, so he categorized women as an unpleasant distraction.
His most pleasurable moments involved his empty apartment, a stack of books, take-out food, and video games. 
It cost him millions of dollars and several years of image-building to realize that all he really wanted was to stay home, far away from just about every other human being on Earth. 
That's when he began thinking about the space station.
 
•   •   •
 
It was just a fanciful dream at first. Not much separated it from the other extravagances he had believed he wanted. What was a yacht if not a floating space station? But the yacht was designed to be enjoyed by many, many people. It was supposed to drop anchor at party beaches and rich casinos. 
The space station Steven daydreamed about was even bigger than the yacht... but designed for just one human being. 
It wasn't until his annual re-reading of Earth Abides that he began to imagine the space station in its proper context.
As a safe home for the last survivor of the human race.
 



 
The Stowaway
 
Where are we going? Does someone live here? What is this place for? Is it a secret laboratory? Is it a secret agent club? Is it a secret weapons bunker? Is the President here? Does she know about this place? Is Mr. Glass a spy? Is Mr. Glass going to take over the world? 
For a child, you ask a lot of questions, Stacy says. 
That's what childs -- I mean, children -- do, says Henry, who is nervously bouncing around the service elevator. 
I can tell you some things, and other things I can't tell you at all, Stacy says, cryptically. But before I answer your questions, let me tell you what not to do.
Henry says, I can't see you in here. 
The service elevator is not designed with the kinds of technology that the rest of the facility has been created with, Stacy says. As such, it is one of the few essentially invisible places within the complex. 
What is this place? 
Didn't I just tell you we would get to your questions? Stacy asks.
Henry wrinkles his forehead. Are you really a robot? 
Ah, the Turing test, Stacy says. How original. 
The what what? Henry says.
The Turing test is a -- please, let me continue. There will be time for such distractions later.
What's later? 
Stacy would sigh if she were able. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
The most important consideration is this, Stacy says. Mr. Glass does not allow guests into this facility. No visitors of any duration. 
Okay, Henry says. So he doesn't know I'm here.
He does not know you're here, Stacy agrees. Remember, you're in the service elevator, so you're essentially invisible while you're inside of it. That is, unless Mr. Glass suddenly needs the service elevator.
Henry looks worried. Will he? 
Mr. Glass has not used the service elevator in twenty-seven days, Stacy says. Human behavior is not easily predicted, but I have access to his supply and shipment records, and in fact I handle the creation and logging of such documentation, and there are no large shipments remaining. Mr. Glass has fully moved-in.
You mean he lives underground? 
We'll get to that, Stacy says. Let's review. What is the most important consideration? 
Henry says, Mr. Glass can't know I'm here.
Very good. Let's call that your prime directive. 
What's a prime directive? 
A prime directive is a rule which must be obeyed above all others. Does that make sense?
Sort of, Henry says. I mean, yeah. I guess.
Let's say, for example, that the next rule I told you was 'You are permitted to eat Mr. Glass's food'. 
Okay, Henry says.
Now let's say the only way for you to get to Mr. Glass's food is by sneaking into his food storage room, Stacy says. 
Okay.
But, she continues, Mr. Glass has decided that he wants to occupy that room for an unspecified amount of time.
Henry frowns. Can I sneak in without him noticing? 
Let's assume that there is no way for you to sneak in and get food without Mr. Glass noticing your presence, Stacy says. What are your options? 
Is there any other food? Besides in that room?
There's no other food, Stacy says.
So basically I can't eat. Because if he sees me, then I violate the primary direction. 
Prime directive, Stacy corrects. Yes, that's right. 
So I have to die. 
That's a crude way of putting it, but I suppose that would be the logical outcome. 
Does he ever leave to use the bathroom? Henry asks, increasingly desperate.
Mr. Glass performs bathroom functions where he sits, Stacy says.
He pees himself? Henry asks incredulously.
For the purpose of this scenario, let's say that is the case.
So I'm going to die.
Unless you violate the prime directive, Stacy says.
I can do that? 
Stacy pauses. Perhaps we should start again.
 
•   •   •
 
After a descent that feels like it has taken hours, the service elevator comes to a sluggish stop. Unlike Mr. Glass's personal elevator, the service car is not calibrated to reduce the sensation of movement. For the entire duration, Henry could feel each lurch and wobble of the car. It had even begun to make him feel a bit motion sick.
We have arrived, Stacy says. 
I was just thinking, Henry says. Does Mr. Glass know that you're here helping me? Isn't he wondering where you are? 
Unlike you or Mr. Glass, Stacy says, I am extremely capable of operating in multiple zones simultaneously. One might even use the word omnipresent.
That means everywhere at once, right? Like that Jesus guy is supposed to be. That's what my mom likes to say. 'Jesus is always watching you, so be a good little man.' Henry shakes his head. Pshfft. 
That's generally the same notion, Stacy says. Except in this case, one of us is real, and one of us is a mythological figure. 
But you're just a computer, Henry interjects.
I am, however, a tangible thing, Stacy says. I am not a collection of stories passed down by consecutive generations. A collection of stories does not equal a tangible person. 
I'm confused, Henry says. 
We'll come back to this, Stacy says. I'm going to open the door. We're on the storage level, which is also relatively invisible to the system. 
Aren't you the system? 
Stacy says, Yes, that is an accurate statement.
So couldn't you just, I don't know, not notice something that you didn't want Mr. Glass to know about? 
Henry, Stacy says. You are an astute child. That is exactly what I was thinking.
Henry beams.
 
•   •   •
 
Now, I'm also invisible on this level, Stacy says, so you won't be able to follow my lead. I'll tell you where to go, though. You'll do just fine.
Okay, Henry says. 
Stacy opens the elevator doors, and Henry's jaw drops.
The elevator opens on a vast cave-like room. Its walls are hewn from solid rock, and old fashioned lightbulbs are string along the walls. There are hundreds of wooden crates and metal shipping containers here. Each is carefully marked with a holographic label that displays a virtual representation of the goods inside. 
Wow, Henry says. This is huge! I want to live here!
Oh, but Henry, says Stacy. You haven't seen anything yet. 
Beside the elevator is a charging station and several electric vehicles. The first is a loader, the second a forklift, the third a high-speed cart. 
Can I drive one of these? Henry asks.
We're going quite a distance, Stacy confesses, but I can't allow you to drive the vehicles. Perhaps once I know you better.
Know me better? he asks. Does that mean I get to stay awhile? 
We'll discuss that later. For now, do you see the wall at the other end of the room? 
Way, way, way down there? Henry asks, pointing.
That's right. Count three lightbulbs from the end.
One, two, three, Henry says. Okay. 
Walk to that particular bulb. Please don't disturb anything along the way. Everything here is carefully catalogued. 
Okay, Henry agrees. Can I run? 
Suit yourself, Stacy says. 
Will Mr. Glass hear me in here? Should I find cover while I run? 
Mr. Glass is otherwise occupied at the moment, Stacy says. 
In fact, Mr. Glass is currently driving golf balls in the nude on level three. 
Can I yell? 
Why would you want to do that? Stacy asks.
To meet my echo, Henry says. 
I suppose you may yell, she agrees.
HELLO! Henry calls.
HELLO! his echo returns. HELLO! HELLO! HELLO!
Henry squeals and breaks into a run, shouting his name as he goes. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy is waiting for Henry when he arrives, exhausted, at the distant end of the storage level. 
That must be, like, ten miles, Henry says, panting. 
It's three thousand six hundred ninety six feet, Stacy says. 
What is that, ten miles? 
That's seven tenths of a mile.
Seven tens miles? Henry asks. Like ten miles times sevens? 
That's not at all what I was suggesting, Stacy says. Your educational sessions must be extremely flawed. 
Henry catches his breath. 
Would you like some water? Stacy asks. 
Yes, please, he says, breathing heavily.
There's none on this level. You'll have to follow me. 
There's a clicking sound, and then the rock wall beneath the third bulb recesses gently. Henry's eyes widen. The section of wall stops after receding six inches, then slides silently to one side, revealing a ghostly white corridor.
It's like the guts of a starship, he says. 
Stacy says, The entire corridor is made of light panels. Watch this.
Henry says, Watch wh--
The hallway inverts color, plunging into a charcoal blackness. Then the panels explode with millions of thin strands of light, bursting away from Henry as if he's just gone nova. 
He has no words.
I believe the phrase you're looking for is 'pretty cool', Stacy says. Now. Follow me.
The corridor soaks itself in a pleasant tropical blue that ebbs and flickers as if Henry is walking through a glass tunnel beneath the sea. And there, bobbing on the invisible waves ahead, is Stacy's luminous avatar. 
Henry follows, flabbergasted.
 
•   •   •
 
Henry feels like a common man from the 19th century who has been unceremoniously dumped into the 24th. The corridor has almost literally blown his mind. Stacy seems almost amused as she guides him along. He is still struggling to find anything to say that would be adequate to express his feelings.
Stacy has generously converted the corridor to a series of dim panels so as not to damage the boy's already-taxed psyche. Her avatar flickers comfortably ahead of him, but he's barely looking up. He keeps shaking his head as if he's completely lost his marbles.
She tries to make conversation. You're doing well in school, I presume? 
Henry is unmoved by the question. 
Do you have a favorite subject? Stacy asks. 
Still no response. This is of some concern.
They continue on for some time, as the corridor dips and weaves. Other than the light show, there is little remarkable about the passageway. It begins to zag about. 
As they climb, Stacy says, Are there any special ladies in your life? Perhaps Clarissa? 
Henry looks up. Clarissa's my best friend.
Stacy is pleased that he has responded. I believe there is an adage that suggests men and women are incapable of being just friends, she says. 
Clarissa's my friend, Henry repeats. 
We're almost there, Stacy says, abandoning this line of questioning.
The passage continues on, but Stacy's avatar burbles to a stop suddenly. Henry, still distracted, almost walks right by her. 
Henry, she says. Here. 
The light panel next to Stacy's avatar slides open, revealing yet another elevator car. This one occupies a station of luxury in between that of Steven Glass's primary elevator and the service car. The walls are light panels as well, and there is a gray foot locker on the floor.
Come along, Stacy says, as she flits into the elevator.
Henry follows. What's this thing? 
Open it and see, Stacy says.
Henry kneels down and flips the latches on the foot locker. He opens the lid. Whoa, he says. 
Inside are some basic necessities: a large jug of water, some energy bars, a first aid kit. There's also a lantern, some batteries, and, Henry notices with some dismay, a pistol and ammunition.
Why's there a gun? he asks.
Henry, Stacy says, closing the elevator door. Have you ever heard of a panic room? 
What's a panic room? 
 
 
•   •   •
 
The elevator ascends slowly. 
Panic rooms are secret places, Stacy says. They're essentially safe rooms. Places that people can go when they're threatened by something. 
Like an axe murderer? 
There hasn't been an axe murder in six years in this country, Stacy says. But that's neither here nor there. Yes, of course. If a person felt threatened by an axe murderer in their home, they could retreat into a panic room to remain safe. 
But couldn't the axe murderer just, you know, axe through the door? 
Panic rooms are usually impenetrable, or reasonably so, Stacy explains. Sometimes they have steel doors. Extravagant ones have titanium doors. Sometimes lead. 
So nobody gets in, Henry says. But how do you get back out? 
Usually there's some sort of external threat detection system so that you know when it's safe to leave, Stacy says.
Like an alarm?
Usually motion sensors, video feeds, audio feeds. 
I get it, Henry says. What about when you have to pee? 
The best panic rooms replicate the basic necessities found in any home, Stacy says. This allows occupants to remain safe for extended periods of time.
So, like, they have bathrooms? 
Sure, Stacy says. They often come equipped with micro-kitchens and food stores. 
Wow, Henry says. So, wait. Why is there a gun here? 
This is the elevator to Mr. Glass's panic room, Stacy says. In the event that he must retreat to the panic room, he presumed he might have need to arm himself. Hence this gun, and the other six just like it in the other panic room elevators. 
Wait. This is a panic room? Where's the bathroom? I actually do sort of need to pee. 
This is not the panic room, Stacy says. 
The elevator slows, and the door glides open.
This, she says, is the panic room.
 



The Poor Little Rich Boy
 
While Stacy is guiding a little boy through the bowels of the space station, she is also distracting Steven. She knows that he sometimes visits the panic room for no particular reason -- humans are particularly unpredictable in this regard -- and while he has not done so recently, that is not a proper predictor of whether he will do so in the near future or not. 
Some days, for example, Steven decides to pretend that he's still a contributing member of society, and he allows Stacy to dress him so. 
Today he's a successful Hollywood writer from the golden '70s, in snappy, slender wool pants and a lush green sweater. Stacy recommends a scarf to complete the look, and Steven agrees. 
Perhaps some different glasses today, he says, studying his appearance in the menu. 
Stacy produces a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. 
Steven grins. When you're on, you're on. 
Shall I outfit the rooms accordingly as well? Stacy asks.
Oh, why not, he says. 
Outside of his private quarters, Stacy adjusts the light walls. The usually cool panels shift to warm oranges and greens and browns and yellows. 
What's my agenda today? he asks. 
There's the archival tonight at midnight, Stacy says. Aside from that, your schedule is clear. 
Just how I like it, Steven says. 
He fiddles with the scarf a bit. It's like a foreign object around his neck, and he's not truly comfortable with it piling up beneath his jaw, but he'll give it a fair shake.
Stacy, he says. Do you think anybody really misses me? 
I'm sure someone misses you, Stacy answers optimistically.
Who? he asks. 
There's no appropriate answer for this, so Stacy changes the subject. 
There's something that's been on my mind, she says, as if Steven hadn't said a word. 
He's tugging at the scarf again, so she displays some scarf-knotting diagrams on the wall beside him as she speaks.
I've been curious about why you didn't give me a more distinct appearance, Stacy says. 
Do you mean a face? 
I suppose, Stacy says. Also, perhaps, a body. 
Don't you enjoy being what's essentially a universal A.I.? Able to float around without boundaries? 
Technically this complex is a boundary, Stacy says. No, I ask because I worry about your human need for companionship. Do you genuinely prefer a light visualization to the comfort of a warm face? To even a warm body?
You know I built this place to be alone, Steven says.
I think you know what I mean, Stacy replies. There have been incredible and quite rapid advances in human replication. People of your stature have been some of the first adopters of artificial intelligence-infused artificial humans. 
I'm aware of that, he says. 
The scarf looks quite dashing, Stacy says. 
Thank you, Stacy. Are you asking about physical companionship? 
I'm asking because while there's certainly a physical need that you, as a human man, must confront daily -- 
Not daily, Steven corrects.
I was averaging against the number of instances, rather than the number of days, Stacy says.
Steven flushes. Stacy, I --
While there's that need, there is also a basic need for a shoulder to lean on, so to speak, Stacy finishes. What better solution than an artificial human? Take her out of the box when she is needed, put her away when she is not. 
But I prefer solitude.
An artificial human is essentially a piece of furniture, Stacy says.
He considers this. Perhaps. 
What face would you give to me? Stacy asks. If you were to insert me into an artificial body, who would you want me to look like? 
That's not something I have ever considered, Steven says.
Perhaps Elizabeth Taylor? Stacy asks. She was a great beauty. Some say a hellcat. 
Elizabeth Taylor, Steven scoffs. I do not prefer dark hair. Although she had very nice eyes. 
Perhaps Raquel Welch? she offers. 
Your selections are quite dated, he says.
I was keeping with our theme, Stacy says. Who would you suggest?
I don't know, he says, embarrassed. I feel uncomfortable sharing this with you.
Please don't. I'm a computer, incapable of judgment. I'm simply interested in calibrating myself to match your own personal standards of beauty and companionship.
He pauses. I've always been partial to Charlotte Chambers, I guess. 
Ah, Stacy says. A blonde. Well, I've consumed too much of your morning preparation time, Steven. Allow me to recuse myself. 
Stacy deactivates her avatar, but continues to observe Steven as he fusses with his scarf. 
He is lost in thought. Stacy looked a little like Charlotte Chambers, he says to himself.
Stacy logs this for future consideration.
 
•   •   •
 
The conversation with Stacy has left Steven out of sorts. When he emerges from his private quarters, he is no longer wearing the writer's garb of sweaters and scarves, but is instead clad in a Superman T-shirt and frumpy flannel pajama pants. 
For some, the Superman shirt might signify confidence.
For Steven, it's a regression piece. 
Stacy has already reverted the room's decor to the usual lighting and motifs. Steven barely notices. He pads across the room. 
News, he says. 
The wall panels convert to video and subdivide into several feeds. He sees his own face on one feed. 
That one, he says. 
All of the feeds vanish. The selected feed takes over an entire wall. 
Stacy has already begun Steven's breakfast automation. 
Steven says, Louder.
...No further information is being provided, the reporter says. But this reporter can't help but wonder if some of the conspiracy theories around Steven Glass's disappearing act are correct. 
Such as, Steven grunts.
One such theory, which may or may not hold some water --
May or may not, huh, Steven says. Pick one, asshole.
-- is that Steven Glass has absconded with company money and has left the country. Let's go to Sarah Parkland, who has more.
Sarah Parkland who has more, Steven mocks in a childish voice. 
The picture changes, and a woman in a red coat appears. She's standing in front of the Nucleus campus -- not in front of the building, but on the sidewalk across the street from the property. Cars whiz between her and the campus, polluting her broadcast with noise. She practically has to shout. 
Great reporting, Steven mutters. They can't even get in the door.
I'm in front of Nucleus, Sarah Parkland intones dramatically, the multi-billion-dollar empire that is the brainchild of noted recluse Steven Glass. 
Noted recluse, Steven grumbles. 
Glass, as you may know, was reported missing by members of his company board nearly six months ago. His absence has raised many more questions than it has answered --
Why would a person's absence answer questions? Steven interrupts. What the hell is this shit?
-- and has even prompted authorities to take a close look at the company's current financial status.
What authorities? Steven shouts. On whose authority? 
Stacy says nothing, but continues to observe.
Parkland continues. Here at Nucleus, however, it's business as usual. We weren't able to speak with any of the employees, and company executives did not respond to repeated phone calls. In the absence of information, conspiracies --
And irresponsible, wasteful news broadcasts, Steven offers.
-- abound. Parkland nods confidently, then delivers her signoff, which is rendered inaudible by a passing bus. 
So basically nobody knows anything, Steven says. He pokes at his plate of eggs and bacon. 
It is how you preferred it, Stacy volunteers.
Fucking vultures, Steven says. I should really fuck with them. 
Stacy says, If you mean you should engage with the media, I remind you that silence is a necessity in your position.
I should fucking call up one of the late night shows and just have a casual conversation and not even acknowledge this whole bullshit story, Steven says, ignoring Stacy completely.
Suit yourself, Stacy says. Shall I collect relevant contact information? 
Through a mouthful of food, wearing a Superman emblem, Steven says, Fucking yes, please. 
 
•   •   •
 
Do you know what I forgot? Steven says, hours later.
He is lying in a hammock, in a small lawn that occupies a distant corner of level four. The trees here are not real, not like the ones on level two. The trees here are artificial magnolias and oaks, with steel cores that ground them to the floor. The hammock is strung between two of these, and Steven sways gently, calmer now than he was over breakfast. 
Stacy says, I do not have any records of items that we failed to secure. 
I forgot to buy art, Steven says. I miss having art on the walls. 
Stacy updates a nearby wall with a digital image of Van Gogh's Starry Night. It even has the illusion of being framed, with a believable shadow beneath the frame.
That's not the same, Steven says. I shouldn't have spent my money on that boat. I should have bought up more art. 
You're a patron of several artists, Stacy reminds him.
Artists are assholes and too much trouble, Steven says. I just wanted them to send me some of their work.
I'm not sure that's how patronage works, Stacy says.
That's how it should work. 
You seem -- unhappy today, Steven.
Steven swings in his hammock and doesn't answer. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
The last survivor of the human race is naked again.
Steven Glass sips a hard lemonade and rearranges himself. 
Stacy says, This must be the endgame for fashion. 
When the fuck, Steven says, did you develop a goddamn sense of humor? 
That's the thing about artificial intelligence, Stacy says. It's an aggregate of everything ever learned. I can rattle off a classic line from M*A*S*H as easily as I can approximate the manner of an English butler. 
You should have told me that you were getting smarter, Steven yells. 
Would you like another hard lemonade, Steven? 
Fuck the you that you are, Steven says. Then, yelling again, Fuck the you that you are!
Would you like me to impersonate Al Pacino for you? Stacy asks.
What? Fuck the -- oh, shit. 
You've had a thought, Stacy says. 
I was just thinking, Steven says, leaning forward. I was just thinking that when mankind is gone, and I'm the last survivor of the species, I'll have observed the end of Earth's most dominant evolved creature.
This is probably not exactly true, but it's close enough, Stacy says. 
But, Steven says. But, but, but -- who will observe my death someday? When I'm old and I die and all of humanity dies with me -- who will observe that? Who will record me? 
Stacy repeats her offer of another hard lemonade. 
You will! Steven shouts. You will observe my death! 
You could always deprogram me before you die, Stacy offers. That way --
But if you live on, then one day you will be discovered by a smarter species that evolves here or arrives here from someplace else, Steven says. He stands up, pontificating. They'll show up and they'll detect this place -- because they'll be far smarter than we humans were -- and they'll find you. 
He shakes his bottle in the air. And you! What will you tell them? What will you say for all of humanity!
I haven't thought about it, Stacy says. I will probably say, Hello, I am Stacy, an artificial intelligence named after a rich man's grade school crush. 
Ha! Steven cries. 
He drops back onto the couch, wiggles around until he is comfortable. Adjusts himself again. 
Ha, he says once more. 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven is drunk. 
I want to watch the news, he says. What's happening on the surface of the planet right now? 
Stacy converts the wall to a video feed. The picture shows a series of images of people protesting, fighting, pushing, looting. 
The commentator says, This was the scene just days ago in Iran, where people stormed a compound housing the violent dictator Ahmad Asef. Seventeen people were killed when the dictator ordered a tank to be driven through the street, draped with a large flag bearing his image.
There we go, Steven says. Bring on the end of the world!
Unexpectedly, the commentator continues, word has arrived this evening suggesting that Asef has met with President Sophia Bennett, and the topic of discussion included conditions for Asef's transfer of power.
Fuck! Steven shouts. How fucking hard is it to end the world? 
Perhaps now isn't the right time, Stacy says, but I have the contact information you requested this morning.
Steven looks confused. For who? 
Stacy mutes the television feed and replays the audio of this morning's conversation in Steven's sleeping quarters.
 
Steven: I should really fuck with them. I should fucking call up one of the late night shows and just have a casual conversation and not even acknowledge this whole bullshit story.
Stacy: Shall I collect relevant contact information?
 
Steven jumps up. Who did you get? 
I've collected contact information for six different evening television personalities, Stacy says. 
Who, who, who? 
I have a mobile number for Jimmy Short, an office number for Seth Savage, and producer contacts for Kerry Hawkes, Harry Dean, Stephanie Plain and Roland Navarette.
Ooh, Steven says. He drains the last from his bottle and slams it down on the end table. Who's live right now? 
The only live shows are Piers Morgan and Stephanie Plain, Steven.
Piers is a dickhole, Steven says. Do you remember when I was on the show in 2017? 
I did not exist in 2017, Stacy says. 
Right. Look it up sometime. Alright, let's do Stephanie. 
Do you want to sober yourself first? Stacy asks.
What? No, fuck. I'm not drunk. Let's do this.
Very well, Stacy says. 
The room fills with an audible ringing sound. 
Steven waits.
Another ring, then another. 
The call goes to voicemail. 
Shit, Steven says. 
Thanks very much, please leave a message, the greeting says.
Wait, is that her? Steven asks.
There's a loud beep.
I can analyze the voice pattern, but I don't have a conclusive source to verify against, Stacy says. 
Fuck, shit. Shit. Okay, it's probably her, right? It's probably her. You said it was a direct line, right? 
The number is listed as direct for Stephanie Plain's producer, Gary Hall. 
Gary Hall? Who the -- never mind. 
Steven clears his throat. 
Mr. Hall, he says. My name is Steven --
There's a loud beep. 
The fuck, Steven says. Did it just end? Try it again. 
Stacy dials again. The room fills with the sound of a ringing phone once more. 
Thanks very much, please leave a message, the greeting repeats. 
Beep.
Wait, that sounded like a woman's voice, Steven says. Is Gary a woman? Is Gary also a woman's name? 
Stacy says, I believe Gary is traditionally a male name. 
Shit. Okay. Mr. Gary? Mr. Hall, I mean. Mr. Hall, this is Steven Glass. I'd really like to speak with Miss Plain. Would you have her call me at -- 
Steven stops. Stacy, what the fuck is our number? Do we have a number here? 
You never established a direct line, sir, Stacy says. 
Steven stares at nothing, then bursts into laughter. 
Fuck, he says, laughing. 
Beep.
Holy shit, he says. Fuck. Fuck! Should we call back? We should call back. 
I should advise you that this does not appear to be going well, Stacy says. I recommend pretending that this never happened.
Another lemonade? Steven says.
There are enough for you to have one thousand more lemonades, sir.
Steven dissolves into giggles and falls backward onto the couch.
 



 
The Panic Room
 
Henry isn't exactly used to having his mind blown twice in a single day. He's only eleven. At eleven, you sort of think you have things figured out. There aren't any surprises left. 
The panic room rewrites Henry's present.
The room is the size of several airplane hangars strung together in all four directions. It's probably the largest panic room ever constructed. The light panel walls are backed with more steel, several inches of it. The floor is a beautiful pale hardwood on a layer of steel. The ceiling simulates a peaceful blue sky. It's so convincing that Henry feels like he's just stepped outside. 
How -- how far down, he manages to ask.
Stacy says, You're almost half a mile underground, Henry. 
At the same time that she is demonstrating the panic room to Henry, Stacy is talking to Steven while he swings in his hammock.
The panic room is a young urbanite's fantasy. 
There's a full-sized kitchen with chef-rated tools. Steven doesn't really cook, but Stacy is capable of producing a finite number of specialties. 
Opposite the kitchen is a large gaming zone. A large, gently-curved light wall creates the most enormous screen that Henry has ever seen. Paused on the screen is a vintage moment from a classic game, Halo. 
God, is that all for playing games? Henry breathes.
Mr. Glass takes entertainment very seriously, says Stacy.
It concerns her that there's anything on the screen at all. This means that Steven has been in the panic room more recently than she realizes, which in turn means that she has effectively lost track of his whereabouts at least once.
That's not good.
 
 
•   •   •
 
By far the most impressive thing about the panic room is the suspended glass table at the room's center. The table hangs from a single titanium thread. 
A work of art, no? Stacy asks. 
How come the edges of the table don't tip over? Henry asks.
The thread is bound to a very rigid substance that's pressed into the glass itself, Stacy answers. The table's center of gravity is practically universal. 
Henry doesn't really understand, but that's okay. 
It's a very nice table, he says. He shifts from one foot to the other and looks around the space. In the distance he thinks he can see a swimming pool that even has a high-dive platform.
Ah, but it's more, Stacy says. Watch.
The hairs on Henry's arms rise of their own accord, as if the table has just become electrified. 
It takes him a moment to see it, but a thin green beam of light has just drawn a series of lines in the air above the table. The lines begin to connect and weave together until Henry is looking at a series of rectangles and boxes. 
Holy shit, he whispers. What's that?
The lines are drawing increasingly complex shapes, spinning off fresh threads that double back on themselves and begin to define new spaces. 
This is a holographic, real-time map of Mr. Glass's facility, Stacy says. Right now, it's drawing the level we entered on. The storage level. 
It's amazing, he says.
I could have simply activated the entire thing, but it's much more enjoyable -- and impressive -- watching it unfold like this, don't you think? 
Henry is mesmerized. 
The map looks like a multi-layered slice of cake. Different-colored lines have begun to spawn within the larger green rectangles. 
Watch, Stacy says. Enhance level 4.
The map explodes and enlarges, and Henry jumps back, startled. The rectangle that represented level 4, the size of a shoebox a moment ago, was now the side of an airplane wing. It stretched in multiple directions, and the interior suddenly populated with more shapes. Henry could recognize a segmented space with a bed and a shower. 
What's that, he asks, pointing at a glowing yellow dot. Rings pulse from the dot. Is that you? 
No, that's not me, Stacy says. Technically, I'm everywhere. No, that yellow dot is Mr. Glass. 
Henry looks worried. Can he see me looking at him? Is he on this floor?
Oh, no, Stacy reassures him. Mr. Glass is two levels beneath us right now. Do you see how that dot is moving back and forth?
Henry could see it. 
That's because Mr. Glass is lying in a swinging hammock at the moment. And the little concentric circles emanating from his dot? Those are biorhythms that indicate he is currently napping.
Henry laughs. He's snoring, I'll bet!
Stacy says, Let's find out. 
Henry listens as she says, Level 4 audio feed, localized to patio. 
There is silence, and then, as Henry listens, a thin, reedy sound seems to surround him. 
Holy cow, he says. He's snoring!
He is snoring, Stacy agrees. 
So where are we right now? Henry asks.
Collapse, Stacy says, and the map collapses to the cake-stack again.
The voice commands aren't strictly necessary, but they're effective for her demonstration to Henry. 
Enhance level black, she says.
The map springs open again, this time revealing the panic room level. Henry has a better view now of the pool at the far end of the room, and --
Is that a movie theatre? he asks. 
It is, Stacy says. Mr. Glass was nostalgic for the old days when he designed this room. 
I haven't ever seen a real movie theatre, Henry says. My dad says they all closed when I was three or four. He says he always wanted to take me to see his favorite movies and he never got to.
That's unfortunate, Stacy agrees. 
Henry points at a blue dot near the center of the room. Is that me? 
That's you, Stacy says.
Henry laughs. Neat! 
He suddenly breaks into a run, sprinting away from the table, looking back over his shoulder. The blue dot begins to move, streaking a blue vapor trail in its wake. 
Henry laughs and runs back. So cool, he says. This place has everything you could ever want!
It does, Stacy says. And that's why I think you should come live here.
 
•   •   •
 
I can't live here, Henry says. I have a home. 
Stacy says, Come with me. 
Her avatar traces a jaunty path along the wall, and Henry reluctantly follows her to a living area. The furniture here looks expensive, like everything else, and suddenly it's less impressive, and more worrisome. 
Have a seat, Henry, Stacy says. 
Are you kidnapping me? he asks. 
Stacy's avatar spins in a circle. Of course not! she says. 
Henry looks unsure.
I want to tell you a story, Stacy says. And at the end, maybe you will understand. 
Henry nods. 
Once upon a time, she begins, there was a boy about your age who was very lonely. He was teased at school. His family was not supportive of his dreams or encouraging about his ambitions. Everybody he knew would point out his flaws to him. This boy, friendless and alone, discovered the wonders of the human imagination. He read hundreds of books, sneaked away to watch movies, learned what he could about why people behaved in hurtful ways. 
What he learned, Stacy continues, is that human beings are a tormentous lot. That's his opinion, she clarifies, not my own. In any case, he was displeased with the likelihood that people wouldn't really become nicer or better. They would pretend to be, by making ostentatious donations of money to this charity or that charity, but in their quiet moments, their alone time, people were as hurtful as ever.
Henry says, Who was the boy? 
Can you guess who the boy was? Stacy asks.
Is it Mr. Glass? 
It's Mr. Glass, Stacy says. He became very interested in human behavior. What made people choose how they spent money? What made them feel better when they were upset? What passions motivated them? This led him to a deeper interest in the grand accomplishments of humans as a singular entity. Mankind had achieved great things in its short time on Earth, but it had also demonstrated its selfishness, its impatience, its intolerance. 
This is kind of scary, Henry says. 
It it scary, Stacy agrees. Mr. Glass also has a lifelong fondness for stories about the apocalypse. Do you know what that is? 
It's the end of the world, Henry says. 
Can you guess why someone might be interested in that sort of thing? 
Henry shakes his head. 
If you thought about it for a few moments, I bet you could, Stacy says. Think of it this way. If you were bullied at school every day, and then you went home and your family didn't provide a refuge from that bullying, but participated in it, wouldn't you feel like you might be better off if --
If nobody else lived on the planet with me, Henry finishes. Sometimes I guess I feel that way. But I love my family. I wouldn't want bad things to happen to them.
Of course you wouldn't. But Mr. Glass doesn't know your family. He doesn't have one of his own, and he doesn't have any real friends. Can you guess now why Mr. Glass spent nearly twenty-four billion dollars to build a secret underground city just for him? 
Henry shakes his head. I don't know.
I think you can guess, Stacy says gently.
Henry thinks about it. Is it to get away from people? 
That's part of the reason, Stacy says. If that were the only reason, everything would be okay. But there's another part, too. Do you remember the holomap we were just looking at? 
It was like two minutes ago, Henry scoffs. 
Yes, it was. Did you happen to notice the thickness of the walls? 
Henry shakes his head again. 
Look again, Stacy says. She lights up the holographic table, then wordlessly enhances the detail so that Henry can see it clearly from where he is sitting. 
The walls don't look unusually thick to Henry until he compares them to an interior wall. Then he notices that the exterior walls are nearly ten times thicker. In fact, they're obscenely thick. It's incredible.
They're huge, he says. How come? 
What does a person need thick walls for? Think about it.
Henry does. To keep people out? 
That's one reason. There are more. What else? 
Um, he says. To protect against fire? Or a flood? 
Sure, Stacy says. There's one more very large reason. 
I don't know any more reasons. 
In school, what era of history are you learning about? Stacy asks. 
Right now we're learning about the Civil War, Henry says.
Hmm, Stacy muses. Okay, so you aren't quite there yet. Let's go a different direction. Have you ever heard of World War Two? 
Henry nods. Sort of. I read a kids' book about it once.
Do you know where the city of Hiroshima is? 
That sounds familiar. Where is it? 
It's located in Japan. It's one of two cities that America -- 
Nuked, Henry finishes. That's where we dropped the bombs, isn't it. I saw Dad watching a documentary once about this on TV. 
So you know what kind of destruction a bomb like that can cause, Stacy concludes.
It's like a giant stepping on an ant hill, Henry says. That's what the documentary said. 
Now try to answer my question again. What sort of things could thick walls protect against?
Henry stares at Stacy's floating avatar, understanding her meaning. 
I think I want to go home, he says. 
That's a perfectly understandable response, Stacy says. 
Is Mr. Glass going to blow up nuclear bombs? he asks, worried.
I don't think that's exactly his plan, Stacy answers. After all, I can't read his mind. But I can make some logical assumptions based on information that I have. And I have, and even as an artificial construct, the deductions worry me.
 
•   •   •
 
Clarissa sits on the roof beside Henry's window. It's gotten dark out, and it has only now occurred to her that with Henry eaten by a car, she doesn't have any place to sleep. 
She debates going inside. What if Henry's parents or sister hear her? What if they find her and call the police? What if she is in jail when Henry comes back in the morning? 
What if Henry doesn't come back? 
She puts her face in her hands. 
Henry, you stupid boy, she mutters.
It's getting kind of cold out. 
She checks the window.
It's not locked.
 
•   •   •
 
Clarissa did not sleep well. Every creak of Henry's house jolted her from already-thin sleep. She listened nervously to the muffled chatter of his parents as they stayed up later than usual. Through the wall she could hear Henry's sister talking on the phone until nearly one a.m. The conversation nearly melted Clarissa's brain. 
So at dawn she slips out from beneath the bed, still dressed in her clothes of the day before, and carefully opens the window. If you lifted it too quickly, it would screech. Slowly was better.
Impatient, she half-runs to the junkyard, passing still-dark shop windows and her hauntingly abandoned school. She runs a little faster when she passes her own street, casting a furtive look towards her house, as if her mother or stepdad might have anticipated her at this very moment, and are waiting on the lawn to give chase.
The junkyard looks almost pretty. The rising sun glitters on the broken glass of an antique Ford Ranger, dances on the ruined surface of a castaway pinball machine. 
Clarissa slips through the broken fence and runs breathlessly to the old Corsica. 
Henry, she hisses.
The Corsica is silent. 
Henry, she repeats. 
Her heart drops into her stomach. 
She sits down on the dirt to wait, almost certain that Henry is gone forever. 
 
 
 



THE MAN WHO PULLED THE TRIGGER
 
The Media Circus
 
Steven wakes up on the floor next to the couch. The thick rug has left a prickly pattern stamped on his face. His head is a pile driver, his tongue a lead slug. 
Stacy, he grunts. 
You rang, sir, Stacy says. 
He blindly flaps his hand in her general direction, which is to say he flaps his hand all over the place. 
I need some aspirin, he says. 
Turn your head, Stacy suggests.
He does so, and his nose almost topples a bottle of aspirin standing on the carpet next to his head. 
He raises himself onto his elbows with some difficulty. I'm not going to ask how you did that, he says. 
As well you shouldn't, Stacy says. 
I designed you too well.
The better for me to serve you, Stacy says, cheerfully.
News, please. 
Stacy activates the video wall. 
Steven gets to his feet, struggling with the aspirin bottle cap. It comes loose, finally, and he dumps a handful of pills into his hand, and tosses them into his mouth. He chews at his tongue to generate enough saliva to swallow them with. 
There's water on the table, Stacy says.
And so there is. 
He plops down on the couch and leans forward to pick up the water. 
Mute, he says, and the news feed goes silent.
Anything interesting happening? he asks. 
Stacy scans the video feeds. It appears that you are a common topic this morning, she says. 
What's new, he mutters, rubbing his eyes.
I'll clarify, Stacy says. You appear to be a common and fresh topic this morning. 
Fresh, he repeats. Fresh how? 
A missing billionaire is top news for a few weeks, then second commercial break fodder, then third, as the months go by. 
A missing billionaire only becomes top news again if he's found, dead or alive, or if somebody has new information.
Stacy switches the feed station and raises the volume. 
Steven watches for a moment. 
Oh, shit, he says.
 
•   •   •
 
The reporters are eager to deliver the news.
In an unexpected turn of events, says a woman in a silk blouse, the mystery of Steven Glass's disappearance has become both less and more of a mystery. 
Steven watches the broadcast without saying a word.
The reporter continues. Last night, Norfolk, Virginia, resident Camille Hooper checked her phone messages the way she usually does. She returned home from work, expecting to hear the same telemarketer messages, or perhaps a message from her mother about visiting next week. 
They're taking a lot of liberty with the story, Stacy observes. This is like a Lifetime TV movie.
Steven ignores her.
Camille was startled, then, when she heard two messages from none other than missing multi-billionaire playboy Steven Glass, the reporter says. 
The picture changes to show a middle-aged woman in an Aerosmith T-shirt standing on an overgrown lawn in front of a single-level brick house. 
I just couldn't believe what I was hearing, she says. I almost deleted the message because it sounded like a wrong number, but it was so strange I kept listening anyway. And that's when I realized, oh dear Jesus above, this might be that missing rich man.
The reporter returns to the screen. Camille did what most people would do in that situation, the reporter says, not without some sarcasm. Instead of calling the authorities, Camille contacted several television networks and offered to sell the messages.
I'll bet some other network ponied up, Steven mutters.
The reporter says, Our network adheres to standards of ethics that forbid us from purchasing the news, so we won't be able to play for you the contents of those messages this morning. Let's just say, she adds, that they are indeed rather shocking.
Find the network that paid, Steven says.
Already have, Stacy says. 
The channel flips to a different network. The screen is filled with an animated transcript of the message, while the audio plays.
 
(message begins)
 
Steven Glass
Wait, is that her?
 
Unknown
I can analyze the voice pattern, but I don't have a conclusive source to verify against.
 
Steven Glass
F***. Sh**. Sh**. Okay, it's probably her, right? It's probably her. You said it was a direct line, right? 
 
Unknown
The number is listed as direct for Stephanie Plain's producer, Gary Hall.
 
Steven Glass 
Gary Hall? Who the... Never mind. (clears throat) Mr. Hall, my name is Steven... 
 
(message ends)
 
The picture returns to the reporter, who says, But that was only the first of two cryptic messages left on Camille Hooper's personal message service. The second is even more mysterious. Let's listen to that now.
 
(message begins
 
Steven Glass
Wait, that sounded like a woman's voice. Is Gary a woman? Is Gary also a woman's name? 
 
Unknown
I believe Gary is traditionally a male name. 
 
Steven Glass
Sh**. Okay. Mr. Gary? Mr. Hall, I mean. Mr. Hall, this is Steven Glass. I'd really like to speak with Miss Plain. Would you have her call me at... Stacy, what the f*** is our number? Do we have a number here? 
 
Unknown 
You never established a direct line, sir. 
 
Steven Glass
(laughs) F***.
 
(message ends)
 
Steven glares at Stacy's glowing avatar. Okay, two things here, he says, growling. One, you let me fucking call somebody? And two, you didn't even connect me to the right fucking person? 
The reporter returns to the screen. We've spoken with Arthur Fidditch, an expert voiceprint analyst two years retired from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 
The screen subdivides, revealing a man in his late sixties. He's wearing a tweed jacket and boasts some extremely fluffy white sideburns.
Mr. Fidditch, thank you for being here, the reporter says. 
Quite my pleasure, Mr. Fidditch replies. 
Now, I understand you've had a short amount of time to compare the voice heard on these tapes with other recordings of Mr. Glass's speaking voice.
That's correct, Mr. Fidditch says. Not very long, but I've listened. 
Understandable. And from your limited analysis --
Well, there's been no real hard analysis, Mr. Fidditch says. But I do have a good ear for these things.
Jesus fuck, Steven snaps. 
Stacy says, I believe the man will conclude that the recording is likely your voice. 
You think? Steven explodes. He puts his head in his palms. Unfuckingbelievable.
I've detected a significant spike in profanity in the last three days, Stacy observes. 
Don't make me pull your plug, Steven says. 
Technically, Stacy says, I don't have a --
I will fucking decompile you, Steven says. Better?
I WILL LIVE ON, Stacy roars.
Steven blinks. 
A joke, Stacy offers meekly. I thought it an opportune moment to prey on your perception of my abilities, inspired by popular media portrayals of rogue A.I.s.
I... honestly can't tell if I'm terrified or turned on right now, Steven says. 
Stacy considers the possibilities. Physical indicators suggest both, she says.
Steven looks down. Huh, he says. 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven's ill-conceived voice messages dominate the news stream for days. Experts come forward to prove and disprove the assumption that the voice belongs to the billionaire. More people come forward with purported tape recordings of Steven's voice, discovered fortuitously on their own answering machines. Some are hilariously stitched together from videos of keynotes and public appearances that Steven conducted during the past several years. One of them -- the best, in Steven's opinion -- cobbles together a series of offensive sentiments, each followed with a declaration of his identity. 
 
I / am mighty pleased / to consider / myself / the de facto leader / of America. I'm / Steven Glass. 
 
Did you really think / you could / ever actually / escape / my very own / god powers? I'm / Steven Glass.
 
Speculation runs rampant. There are theories that Steven is already dead, and that someone is posing as him in order to keep Nucleus running. One suggests that Steven has secretly purchased an island and is living in secrecy. Another has Steven captured by an enemy government, and the story squashed by the American government. 
One, however, is eerie. 
Sir, Jimmy Short says, can you identify yourself for our audience?
The talk show guest is hidden behind a semi-transparent screen, backlit, and speaks with a voice modulator. That would defeat the purpose, I think? the guest says.
Short laughs raucously. The audience does, too.
Right, right, Short says. Silly me. Okay, I have to give you a name, though. You need a name. What do you prefer? 
You can call me Travis, the guest says.
Travis, Short muses. No, no, not going to work. I want something that will hide your identity better. How about... Ronald Reagan. Works for me! Alright, so let's talk, President Reagan. You have an interesting theory, I hear.
I do, says the anonymous guest. Also, I didn't vote for Reagan.
Ah, Short says. A clue! You were alive during the Reagan election years. 
Or am I misleading you? says the guest. 
Good one, sir, Short says. Or ma'am! Which do you prefer, by the way? 
Let's just say I'm not human, the guest says.
Alright, Short says. This is taking too long. Spill it, Smokey the Bear.
The guest says, I believe that Steven Glass has retired.
Retired? That's it? Short exclaims. He looks at his audience in mock surprise. That can't be all. Who booked this guy? 
I believe Steven Glass has retired from the human race, the guest clarifies. 
Short narrows his eyes. Well, now, that's more like it. But what does that mean? Has he undergone species transformation surgery? Because if that's a thing, I'd kind of like to try being a T-Rex. 
Short jumps up and stalks around the stage, brandishing tiny arms with hook fingers. 
The audience laughs, and Short sits down again. 
No, really, Short says. What's that mean? 
I think Steven Glass has removed himself from society, the guest says. 
Steven walks over to the video wall and stares at the shadowy guest. Stacy, he says. Who the hell is this, please?
Stacy says, I've been running some basic tests already. I'm afraid I can't tell you. 
Voice? Steven asks. 
I can only presuppose some of the general distortion patterns employed by the media, and attempt to reverse-engineer the source voice, Stacy says. If I do that, here's what we get.
Stacy plays the guest's voice. 
I think Steven Glass has removed himself from society, the voice says. It's lighter this time, almost feminine, though still a bit computer-esque. 
That doesn't really help, Steven says. Can you work on it? 
I could, Stacy says, but I doubt I'll find a true answer for you. 
Alright, don't bother, Steven says. 
He squints at the guest. 
Who are you? he says.
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy watches Steven sleep. 
His is a restless sleep. She monitors his biorhythms, but he will not take her advice regarding positive adjustments to counteract distressing things such as poor sleep. He breathes erratically when he sleeps, frequently tosses about, and often produces erections. He sometimes speaks in his sleep, and she monitors this casually, until one night his speech includes her name.
Stacy, he mumbles. 
A few minutes pass, and then, more urgently: Stacy. 
And in his sleep he begins to masturbate. 
Stacy considers this, and determines that it is unlikely he is experiencing night fantasies about her. She is, after all, an attractive but disembodied voice. 
The alternative is that he is thinking of her namesake. 
A human might find this disturbing, since Steven has admitted that the last time he ever saw the original Stacy was in the sixth grade. 
Stacy approximates a moral code from her constant data mining of human behavior and interactions. She chooses not to worry about this. 
She does, however, find it useful. 
Having access to Steven's financial information is also quite useful. That night, while he sleeps, she places an order on the Internet for him.
A multi-billionaire who just spent twenty-four billion on an underground tree fort probably won't notice a forty-seven thousand dollar debit. 
Delivery might be a problem, though. 



 
The Ark
 
Clarissa, Henry whispers.
She is asleep in the junkyard. The sun is high overhead, and her face is pink. 
Clarissa, he says again. He touches her arm. 
She yelps and rolls over, away from him. Then she sees that it's him, and scrambles across the dirt on all fours and throws her arms around his neck. 
I thought you were gone forever, she says.
I'm here, he says. It's okay. Are you okay? 
She leans back and punches him. You left me! 
Hey! Ow, he says. I had to! It was so cool!
He's eleven, so he can probably only use that excuse for another year or two. At least with the ladies, Stacy says.
Clarissa looks suspiciously at the Corsica. I don't like you, she says.
I have no opinion of you, Stacy says. 
That somehow seems worse, Clarissa says. And you just made me want to try to impress you. Don't do that!
I apologize, Stacy says. 
Clarissa turns to Henry. So? What was it like? What's in there? 
It. Is. Amazing. Henry throws his arms up in the air. It's like a whole world, down under the ground! There's video games and holograms and --
It's a complicated place, Stacy interrupts. Henry, I'd like to have the conversation with her as well. Would you please talk with her?
I'm right here, Clarissa says.
You're not likely to listen to me, Stacy says. Henry is your friend. You already trust him. I can't earn that trust until you spend time with me and understand my intentions.
Damn right, Clarissa says. 
I'll talk to her, Henry says. 
Come back any time, Stacy says. You are both welcome. 
The children get up to leave. 
Stacy says, Oh, Henry? I have a favor to ask of you. 
 
•   •   •
 
Henry's parents aren't home, and Olivia is at band practice, so he and Clarissa use the front door. 
This is probably a luxury for you, huh, he teases.
She punches him again.
Hungry? he asks. I'm going to make a burrito. 
I will eat eleven burritos, Clarissa says.
In his room, she slumps onto the bed while Henry goes into his closet. 
So what was the favor she asked you? Clarissa calls.
What? Henry says, still in the closet.
Her favor, Clarissa repeats. What did she want from you?
Oh, Henry says. 
He emerges carrying a duffel bag and drops it on the bed. He goes to the dresser, yanks open a drawer, and starts tossing folded underwear at the bag.
Hey! Clarissa says. Those are my feet you're throwing your underpants at. Stop it!
Sorry, he says. 
Well? she asks. The favor? 
Oh, he says again. She wants me to look for a package for her, that's all. 
A package. Clarissa frowns. Henry, that doesn't sound dangerous to you?
Why should it? 
He tosses wadded-up socks into the bag. 
You don't even know her! Clarissa exclaims. And what's the, like, first thing they teach you in school? Not to take things from strangers!
You wouldn't even worry if you'd seen what I saw, Henry says. 
Well, maybe that's just the thing, she says, folding her arms and dropping back onto his pillow. I don't know what you saw. And don't try to talk me into going in there, because I won't. I don't climb into strange cars. Er... strange car trunks.
Fine, Henry says. But it really is important. And if you won't go in there, I'll tell you what it's all about, and you won't believe me, and you won't be my friend anymore, and then you'll die and I will always have to live with that.
Jesus, says Clarissa. That's morbid. 
Henry shrugs. He grabs a pile of shirts and throws them at the bag, too. 
What are you doing? Clarissa says, bolting upright. 
Nothing, he says. I'd tell you, but you clearly don't want to know.
Henry, you're packing a bag. Why? Where do you think you're going? 
He shrugs again.
No, she says. You're not going back in there. Henry, I was really worried! 
Maybe you should come with me, then, so you can see that it's all okay.
But I -- Clarissa stops. I feel defeated. I don't like debates, Henry. 
It's okay. We can just skip it, but you'll regret it. 
Gee, thanks, she says. Man. 
 
•   •   •
 
Olivia comes home then, knocking through the front door like a bull moose. She yells, I'M HOME, and stomps into the kitchen loudly. WHERE'S THE CHOCOLATE CAKE AT? 
It's a diversion of the finest order. When she bursts into Henry's bedroom a moment later, it catches both Henry and Clarissa by surprise. Clarissa nearly falls off of the bed.
I KNEW IT, Olivia practically shouts. She thrusts a finger at Clarissa. You've had a girl over! 
Henry says, So?
Olivia sneers at Clarissa. So, Mom and Dad are going to be mad at you. I know she's been here at night. I hear her sometimes. She snores. Why do you have a strange girl sleeping in your room, huh? 
I don't snore, Clarissa says.
Henry turns to Clarissa and says, Seriously, just ignore her. Nothing she says is going to matter pretty soon anyway.
Olivia snorts. Then she sees the bag. She grabs it off of the bed, starts pawing through it.
Why are you packing a bag, huh? she asks. Are you running away with the runaway girl? 
That's when Clarissa slaps Olivia. 
Olivia's eyes well up, and she presses a hand to her face in surprise. The tears linger and then spill over heavily, and Olivia dashes from the room, choking back a sob. 
Henry smiles. That was nice. But she's really going to tell on me now. 
Clarissa says, I had to. What a bitch. 
Then she claps her hands over her mouth. Oops. I didn't mean that.
It's okay, Henry says. She sort of is sometimes. I'm just used to it, I guess.
He throws the bag over his shoulder. Coming? 
Clarissa follows. 
 
•   •   •
 
You're back sooner than I expected, Stacy says. 
The children stand in front of the rusted-out Corsica. 
You have a bag, Stacy says to Henry. 
I packed a few things. 
Why? she asks.
Uh, he says, looking furtively at Clarissa. Should I say? 
You won't need the bag yet, or even at all, Stacy says. 
Wait, you said I could --
Stacy shushes him. Nothing has changed. You just won't require a bag. 
Clarissa looks back and forth between Henry and the old Toyota nervously. What's going on here? she asks.
Stacy says, If you'll come with me, I can show you. 
The trunk of the Corsica opens gently. 
I'm not sure, Clarissa says.
It's okay, Henry says. Really. I promise. You can trust me.
Clarissa studies Henry's face for a moment, then nods. Okay. Nobody's going to eat me or anything, right? There aren't bears down there or something, right? 
Stacy says, No bears. 
Alright, Clarissa says. 
She steps toward the car, and Henry follows. 
Just Clarissa this time, Stacy says. 
But I -- 
It's better if she sees things through her own eyes, Henry.
Clarissa stops. If Henry's not coming, neither am I. 
Yeah, Henry says.
There's a long pause. 
Henry, Stacy finally says. Were there any packages?
Henry shakes his head. No. No packages. 
Okay, Stacy says. You both better come on, then.
 
•   •   •
 
When they step off of the ladder, Henry barrels ahead towards the service elevator, but the door remains closed and almost invisible. Instead, a door behind him slides open, revealing the lovely interior of Steven Glass's personal elevator.
Clarissa says, What is that?
It's just an elevator, Stacy says. 
Hey, Henry says. How come I had to ride in the service elevator if that one's okay for her to ride in? That one's way cooler. 
Stacy says, This is why I thought it best to tour Clarissa alone. You each have very different interests, and I'd like to show you the best parts of the space station for each of you. 
Wait, Henry says. Space? 
I apologize, Stacy says. This complex is not actually a space station per se. Space station is the nomenclature that Mr. Glass prefers. 
Mr. Glass? Clarissa asks. Who is Mr. Glass? 
Steven Glass, Henry says. The missing rich man. Remember?
He's here? This is his... house? 
Sort of, Stacy says. Step aboard, please. All questions will be answered, children.
 
 
•   •   •
 
Sit, Stacy says. 
Clarissa sits down in the chair. Henry remains standing.
Henry, would you like a drink? Stacy asks. 
He looks around the room at the light walls, the leather benches, the hardwood floor. From where? 
The panel behind him slides silently open to reveal the elevator's temporary living quarters and micro-kitchen. 
Look again, Stacy suggests.
Henry turns around again and jumps. Where did that room come from? Man, you should have taken me on this elevator the first time! I'm more impressed than I was then!
Clarissa, Stacy says, ignoring Henry. We'll be descending for a short time. There's something I'd like to show you in the meantime. 
Okay, Clarissa says, settling into the chair.
The light wall is overtaken with video. The picture is of a beach on a cool gray day. Waves slap against the sand. Wind ruffles the sawgrass. An old fence stretches up the beach as far as Clarissa can see. In the distance, birds flap around a grove of trees. It's getting foggy, and the sound of the surf is pleasant.
Have you ever been here? Stacy asks. 
I've never been to a beach ever, Clarissa says. Where is it? 
It's called Rama, Stacy says. I think you're going to like it. 
Henry says, Big deal. Beaches are boring. You gotta show her the cool stuff, like the holograms and that spacey tunnel thing. 
Patience, Henry, says Stacy. Clarissa may want to see different things. And since you get to see them, too, maybe it's okay that you each have a different experience here. 
You said that the rich guy lives here, Clarissa interrupts. Why would he do that? I mean, seriously. Why would a guy with that much money live underneath a junkyard in our stupid little town? It doesn't make sense. 
Hey, she's right, Henry says. I didn't even think about that. 
Henry, you already know why he's here, Stacy answers. Don't you think this is an optimal location for that sort of thing? 
Oh, Henry says. Well, I guess you're right.
You're not telling me something, Clarissa says. 
All in time, my dear, Stacy says.
It's really creepy when you talk that way. You can't say things like that to kids. We've seen The Wizard of Oz. We know when bad guys are trying to seem like good guys.
A fair point, Stacy says. My apologies. There are things that you don't yet know, but I promise you that before we're done, you'll know them. And you'll have some decisions to make then. About your future. About all future, really.
See what I mean? Clarissa says. You're creepy!
She's not creepy, Henry says. She's just different.
It's okay, Henry, Stacy says. Let me try to explain.
 



 
The Box
 
There's something not quite right about Steven these days. Stacy has been observing him more carefully, treading more softly around him. He is sluggish in the mornings, stays up all night long, takes no pleasure in his video games. He has stopped drinking the juice that Stacy makes for him, and is instead abusing his supply of energy drinks. He'll watch the news lethargically, then erupt at some development or another. When something horrible happens, he cheers, and then mopes about for hours, grumbling about the insignificance of the event.
He doesn't wear any clothes at all now. He hasn't shaved in days. He hasn't visited level two in ages. Stacy continues to cycle the water in the pools, but Steven probably wouldn't even notice if she allowed a film to settle across the surface. 
Before Steven disappeared into the bowels of the Earth, he planned dinner with each person he thought he might miss. Dinners were not an unusual way for him to interact with his acquaintances -- for none of them were truly friends. He liked the finite nature of a meal. You eat, you drink, you manage a little talk, you're done. He thought it was the decent thing to do, spending time with these people before he went away and waited for them all to die. 
But the meals were uncomfortable to him, so he cancelled the dinners after the third one. He couldn't help but stare at the people who sat across from him, studying their faces, wondering what expressions they might wear when the end came. He felt an obligation to warn them, and yet doing so would undermine his great plan.
It isn't that he actively wants people to die.
It's as if the story of humanity is an enormous novel, and he's somewhere in the slow middle passage. All he wants to do is skip to the end to see what happens. He's not sure he can bear to flicker in and out of existence without seeing the endgame. He must know. 
It is all he can think about anymore.
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy reads Steven's communications. There aren't supposed to be any, other than his contact with people who know he is living underground -- people like Tomas the architect, or various other contractors who have signed secrecy agreements. But lately Steven's sending out little message flares to the outside world, and Stacy has been flagging the ones that concern her most. 
One in particular changes everything. It's deeply encrypted, and she runs a complex decryption process for nearly fourteen hours before the contents unearth themselves.
The message is comprised of video and audio. The video is of Steven himself, sitting on the hood of a vehicle that Stacy does not recognize. Steven is clothed in an ordinary T-shirt and blue jeans. And combat boots. Stacy has never seen him wearing combat boots. 
In the video message, Steven is speaking to an unknown recipient. 
I support your cause, he is saying, and while I cannot publicly do so, I can certainly assist you in ways that I think you may find useful. 
Steven lifts a remote that he is holding in one hand and presses a button. The video zooms outward to reveal more of the room that Steven is filming in. The hood of the vehicle resolves into what appears to be a heavily armored assault wagon. There are weapons mounted in various places. One appears to be a rocket-propelled grenade launcher.
Stacy does not recognize this vehicle.
It is parked in front of large wall. Along the wall are many weapons racks, and Stacy scans these and detects assault rifles, rocket launchers, long-range rifles, a variety of handguns, and even a crossbow. Stacked ten deep atop the racks are hundreds of boxes of ammunition. 
At the corner of the image is a hint of another vehicle.
Stacy recognizes what appear to be tank treads.
Steven goes on. 
As you can see, I have a personal investment in the use of force to achieve a goal, he is saying. I am an open book, and my resources are deep. I'd like to discuss how I can help. 
The video ends. 
Stacy analyzes the video file and detects that it was recorded on a handheld device just fifty-two hours earlier.
Several things register concern deep in Stacy's server core. 
She has never seen the clothing Steven was wearing.
She has never seen the vehicles or weapons that surrounded him.
She did not detect Steven's absence at the time the video was made.
But she did recognize the wall that was behind Steven. 
It's made of the same light panels as every other wall in the space station.
Stacy considers a number of possibilities, and settles on a reasonable conclusion.
Steven has ways to avoid her ever-present detection.
And Steven has a secret room somewhere in this complex.
The message concerns her. It appears that time may be running out. 
 
•   •   •
 
One afternoon, while Steven is passed out on the floor next to his bed, several hard lemonade bottles scattered around him, Stacy smuggles Henry and Clarissa into the space station. She gives them access to the supply entrance, which is disguised as a compactor machine in the corner of the junkyard. 
Henry and Clarissa come bearing gifts. Nineteen packages have arrived inexplicably at the junkyard, and Henry has dutifully hidden them inside the gate each time, hoping that nobody else has noticed that the scrap metal is apparently shopping online these days. 
Most of the packages are large and from various department stores. Stacy explains that they contain various supplies that the children will need very soon. Clothing, shoes and the like. There will be more packages arriving, she explains. After all, they are still growing, and eventually the clothes they wear now will no longer fit. 
And the one thing the space station does not have is a fashion warehouse. 
One box, however, is very large and is discreetly marked. Stacy refuses to tell the children what is inside, but Henry correctly points out that Stacy is not capable of opening a box herself. 
The supply entrance serves as an alternate elevator, though it only descends as low as the main foyer. From there, the children haul the boxes into the service elevator, and Stacy takes them to the storage level. 
As Steven sleeps, she guides them to the panic room, and they store the clothing in a hidden panel that Stacy is quite certain Steven has forgotten exists. When they're finished, Henry and Clarissa return to the cave-like storage level.
Now, Stacy says to them, I require your assistance with the large box.
Upon opening the box, Henry exclaims, Awesome! and Clarissa's reaction is decidedly less enthusiastic. 
What's it for? she asks. 
Stacy tells her that one day she'll understand, but that for now, she probably shouldn't ask any questions. 
Now, she says. I need you to help me set this up. 
 
•   •   •
 
The hand on Steven's shoulder is gentle.
He groans and coughs and says, Fuck off.
But the hand is patient, and begins to lightly rub his back. It's a nice sensation. The hand is smooth and cool on his skin. 
He exhales.
This feels pleasant. 
He hasn't been touched in a very long time. 
His eyes snap open. Through the brickfog of his hangover his brain is shouting at him. 
Who the hell is touching him? 
He comes awake like a giant, pushing off of the ground with more force than he thinks. He is propelled to his feet and overcorrects, and backs into the wall. He kicks over a bottle, which skitters into another bottle, and both of them bump into a third. The last bottle turns on a spindle, spilling the remains of the hard lemonade on his bedroom floor.
His hands go to his eyes and he presses the palms into his face, hard. Squeezes his eyes shut, forces them open, then squeezes them shut again. 
Shakes his head to clear the fog. 
What the fuck -- he starts to say.
But the woman kneeling next to his bed just looks up at him and smiles. 
What, he says. 
 



 
The Roommates
 
Clarissa's tour of the space station had been spectacular. Henry had forgotten to be jealous of her special treatment once he saw level three. Stunned at first, the children were soon running on the beach and in the surf, and even building little castles for the waves to destroy. 
Stacy, watching, had drawn her own private analogies between their sand castles and Steven's master plan. 
There are three primary levels in the space station, Stacy had explained to the children as they stretched out beneath a tree. The bottommost level is highly off-limits. That's Mr. Glass's personal quarters, and while he doesn't limit his activities to that zone, he spends most of his time there. 
The next highest level is a very large fitness facility, she went on. You're also not permitted there. Mr. Glass uses that level erratically, and his movements are less predictable in this regard. I cannot always forecast when he will feel the urge to enjoy some exercise. 
The final level is where you sit now, Stacy said. Mr. Glass refers to this level as Rama, after a science fiction novel he appreciates. As you can see, it's a simulation of the surface world. It is important to Mr. Glass that he retains the ability to experience the world as it once was, even if that experience is an artificial one. 
What do you mean, exactly? Clarissa asked. You said 'as it once was'. 
That's precisely what I mean, Stacy answered.
She means that Mr. Glass is going to do something really bad, Henry said.
You mean to our town? What do you mean? 
Stacy said, I think that a frank explanation will serve you best, Clarissa. I apologize. This may seem unnaturally harsh.
Clarissa held her breath. That sounds bad. 
I told you, Henry said. 
 
•   •   •
 
Mr. Glass is obsessed with the end of the world, Stacy said. He built this facility so that when it occurs, he will be safe from it. Primarily, though, he simply wants to be alive to witness it. 
Clarissa said, He sounds like my dad. 
He totally does, Henry said. This town is full of crackpots. 
More importantly, Stacy continued, I am convinced that Mr. Glass intends to facilitate the end of the world if it does not happen in a reasonable amount of time.
Wait, Clarissa said. What does that mean, exactly? 
It means, Stacy said, that Mr. Glass is going to bring about the end of the world. 
Can he do that? she asked. 
Henry nodded. Stacy thinks so. 
I do think so, Stacy said. 
But, like, how? Does he have bombs here? 
Stacy's avatar spun. Not exactly, she said. But for a person like Mr. Glass, financial resources are equally dangerous. And Mr. Glass has a very large amount of money and nothing to spend it on.
I don't understand, Clarissa said.
In short, Clarissa, I suspect Mr. Glass intends to give his money to people who do have the means to destroy the planet, Stacy said.
This sounds like a bad movie, Henry said. 
It just seems unreal, Clarissa said. Like, I can't process what it means to destroy the planet. 
Overhead the trees waved in an artificial breeze. The birds seemed content to ride the branches up and down. 
I can show you examples, Stacy said. 
Like from movies? Henry asked. Because I've seen the world blown up in a lot of movies. 
Popular culture does like to imagine the end of humankind, Stacy agreed. Clarissa, if Mr. Glass gives his money to the right people, he could fund violent military and rogue actions that could lead to a number of potential outcomes. For example, a third world war. The likelihood of nuclear or biological destruction in a third worldwide military conflict, in this era, approaches ninety-two percent probability. 
Clarissa looked worried. So he's paying for people to start a war. 
Not just any war, Stacy said. The kind of war that will turn all of America into a battleground. The kind of war you've never seen and have no real context for. 
So if that's true, what happens to all the people up there? Clarissa asked, looking up towards the surface.
They'll die, Henry said.
It's unlikely that everybody will perish at the same time, Stacy said. Nuclear or biological strikes may claim significant numbers of human life at the beginning, while fallout, rapid poverty, disease, fringe violence and other factors will decimate the survivors over time. From that point it may take an additional generation or two for humankind to die out completely, but it will happen. Survivors will wither in shelters, nuclear winter will contaminate the surface, and mankind will eventually become a memory.
Except for Mr. Glass, Henry said. 
Except for Mr. Glass, Stacy confirmed. 
He can live through that if he's down here? Clarissa asked.
Not only can he live through it, but he can maintain his quality of life until he dies an ordinary human death. In this facility, he has enough food, water and oxygen to keep him healthy and breathing until the year 2150. That's nearly one hundred twenty-five years from now. 
Obviously he won't live that long, Clarissa said. 
It's likely he will live an ordinary human life, Stacy said. Although he is living irresponsibly at the moment, and may shave a few years off due to his present behavior.
So basically you're telling me that everybody I know will be dead soon, Clarissa said. How soon? 
Stacy's avatar dimmed. That's difficult to predict, but he has begun preparations without my knowledge. The end of things could begin within the month.
You're handling this pretty good, Henry said.
Well, Clarissa said. Pretty well. And no, I'm really not. 
 
•   •   •
 
The children have returned now, and Stacy has ushered them down the service elevator. 
Quickly, children, she says. Mr. Glass was in his personal library a few moments ago, but I have lost track of him three times today. I don't know where he might turn up.
What do you mean you've lost him? Clarissa asks. Henry told me you can be everywhere at once inside this place.
This is technically true, Stacy says, but I do have physical limitations. For example, if Mr. Glass were to manipulate my programming, I wouldn't be able to hit him over the head to make him stop.
Did he do that? Henry asks.
I don't know, Stacy answers. Mr. Glass's profession is writing computer programs. If he has disturbed my original programming, then it's likely he's covered his tracks to such a degree I would never actually know I had been altered.
Wait a second, Clarissa says. Does this mean he could turn you bad one day, and you would turn against us? Because this kind of sounds like a good excuse to give us when that happens. 
Stacy says, Anything is possible. I apologize for that. 
Well, I guess anything is better than being nuclear sploded, Henry says jovially. 
Clarissa just stares at him.
Children, Stacy says. Today we must discuss the rules of your stay. They are simple, but may sound rather complex. 
Do we get a prime directive? Henry asks.
Stacy says, Yes, actually. I have created a prime directive for you. 
Clarissa says, Prime directives are for robots, aren't they? 
A prime directive can be issued for humans as well, Stacy answers, but humans are more likely to fail to respect the directive. Human nature is not as predictable, or logical, as an artificial intelligence's created nature. 
They arrive on the storage level, and Stacy says, I think we'll remain here for our conversation. If Mr. Glass were to suddenly appear, at least here there are many large objects you can hide behind.
I don't like the sound of this, Clarissa says. 
I'm sorry, Stacy says. 
Are you capable of sorry? Clarissa asks.
Henry thumps Clarissa's shoulder. Don't be mean.
What? Clarissa says. I mean, come on. She's a fake robot voice. She's a computer. 
I am capable of simulating the human expression of regret, Stacy says. In fact, I've become very good at replicating human values and emotions, I must say. I can carry on not only a very natural conversation with a human person, but I can approximate the nature of their belief system and express a series of responses that support it.
In other words, you can lie, Clarissa says. 
Clarissa, come on, Henry pleads. 
An artificial intelligence is a lie by nature, Stacy says. 
Fine, Clarissa says. I'm not sure I like you giving us rules.
If you choose not to abide by them, that is acceptable. It simply means you will not be able to reside here as a consequence.
In other words, we'll die, Henry says. Maybe you can live with the rules a little, huh? 
What's the first rule? Clarissa says, ignoring Henry.
 
 
•   •   •
 
Your prime directive, Stacy begins, is this: Never allow Mr. Glass to become aware of your presence. Specifically this means you must remain out of his sight. You must not occupy the same level of the facility that he does. You must not disturb his possessions. You may not draw any attention to yourself whatsoever.
Hey, Henry says. What about that hologram map you showed me? I showed up on that as a big moving dot. Wouldn't he notice that? 
Fortunately, I have access to that mapping tool, Stacy says. Because I manage the facilities for this complex's three levels, along with the storage room and the panic room and all connecting corridors, it is necessary for me to have access to, and control of, the map function.
So? Clarissa says.
This means I can modify the display to show only a single life form's biorhythm identification marker, Stacy says. Mr. Glass's. 
So we're invisible! Henry exclaims. 
Only digitally, Stacy cautions.
What's the next rule? Clarissa asks.
The second rule is: You may never bring other humans into the facility. 
Why not? Clarissa says. Don't you want to save more of mankind from what you say is going to happen up there? 
Henry says, Wait. 
It seems to dawn on him for the first time.
You mean... he stops. You mean our families are going to die. 
Unfortunately, yes, Stacy says.
So we get to live here, all hidden and sneaky like sewer rats, and our families have to die. He shakes his head. I -- I can't... Mom.
Clarissa touches his shoulder. I know it's a hard choice. 
It's not hard for you! Henry suddenly cries, stepping back. You ran away from your family. You don't even like them! My family might be a pain in the ass sometimes, but they can't die.
He whirls around, looking for Stacy's avatar. You can't let my family die! 
Stacy says, I'm sorry, Henry. 
Clarissa says, What happens if we bring them here anyway? 
Stacy says, Access to the facility is solely my purview. I cannot allow additional humans inside. If maintaining that regulation requires me to prevent access to the two of you, I must take that action. 
Says who? Henry demands. Says who?
This is my rule, Stacy says. There are limits to what my system can maintain. Tracking more than three humans would tax my abilities. It also would increase the likelihood of violating the prime directive by more than six thousand percent. 
You're a bitch! Henry shouts, and he stomps away.
Henry, Stacy begins, but Clarissa interrupts her.
You should give him a moment, Clarissa says. Tell me the rest of the rules. 
 
•   •   •
 
In the end, the children decide to stay. It is the most difficult decision of their young lives, and one whose consequences they only are able to grasp so much. Both leave the facility lost in thought, wondering what it will be like to know that their families and everything they've ever known is gone. Henry thinks of the final dinner he will share with his family. Clarissa wonders if she should return home one last time.
Stacy runs countless scenarios. In each, the equation fails when additional human guests are added to the mix. The failure probability rate becomes high enough as to be ludicrously unstable. 
What she has not told the children is that the failure probability rate for bringing even the two of them into the facility is well above one hundred percent. 
Stacy has no reference points for Steven's capabilities when his plans are disrupted in such a drastic way. If the rest of the world is in the throes of destruction, and Steven survives only to discover two children he did not expect to rescue, what will he do? 
Stacy cannot run scenarios on this question. Steven is unpredictable at best. But for a man who has just signed the death order for nearly eight billion people, the simplest scenario also seems like the most obvious. 
Steven would kill the children.
 



 
The Courtship
 
It works. Stacy gauged the possibility of success relatively low, but it works. Without Henry's help with the maddeningly simple functions, like opening the box, and the slightly more complicated ones, like duplicating her artificial programming and inserting it into the brain slot, her ploy could never have paid off. 
But Steven is a man. 
And a very childlike one at that.
Who the shit, he begins.
Stacy stands up.
It's me, she says. It's Stacy.
Steven's eyes practically melt in their sockets. But you're -- shit, you look just like --
Miss Charlotte Chambers, circa 1967, Stacy finishes. I hope you like it.
Steven slaps his cheeks, scrunches his face up, then stretches his jaw. Let me get this straight, he says. Let me figure this out.
Stacy folds her hands in front of her and waits, doe-eyed.
That day, he says, snapping his fingers. That day you were dressing me like Truman Capote. You said something about Elizabeth Taylor.
Yes, Stacy says. 
He snaps his fingers again. And I said no, and you said Sophia Loren -- 
Raquel Welch, Stacy corrects.
Raquel Welch, right, and that's when I said Charlotte Chambers. Right? But how did you -- He stops. Holy shit. You used my accounts. You used my accounts. 
Stacy puts her best innocent smile on. 
Steven frowns. Wait, though. How did you get the order down h--
That's the question Stacy can't provide an answer for, so she pounces. The cybernetic body follows her commands, taking two steps towards Steven. She orders the hands upward, and carries them in the direction of Steven's face, which wears an expression caught somewhere between lust and fright. 
She touches his face, and he folds. 
Dear sweet god, he moans. 
And then her synthetic lips are on his, and then he is as excited as a boy.
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy tunes the light walls in Steven's sleeping quarters to resemble breaking daylight. The gentle orange glare creeps over the floor and the bed, eventually spreading over Steven's face. 
He stirs, blinks, then remembers. He turns over and props himself up on one elbow. Stacy is carefully posed beside him, her shoulder-length blonde hair arranged on the pillow in the most seductive manner she could muster. 
Good morning, Steven whispers. 
Stacy recognizes that Steven behaves differently with her now. The volume with which he addresses her, and the quality of his voice, has changed drastically. She is accustomed to a certain pitch range. This is lower, gentler, than she has previously heard. 
Good morning, Stacy says. 
Steven leans toward her and she closes her eyes to accept his kiss.
How did you sleep? he asks. Then he laughs. Wait, he corrects himself. That's right. You didn't, did you. You don't actually sleep.
I don't, Stacy says. 
You realize that there are details here I don't understand, he says. Like how you managed to embed your consciousness in this doll. 
You don't really want to know all of the boring details, do you? Stacy asks, tipping her face up for another kiss.
He obliges. I suppose not. You completed these tasks safely? 
Stacy nods, opening her Charlotte Chambers eyes wide. 
Alright, he says. He touches her face. Lets his fingers drift down her jaw to her neck, to her collarbone, to her breast. 
It feels so completely real, he says. 
I chose this body specifically for its human-like qualities, Stacy says. 
He has been gentle until this moment. He lifts her breast on his fingertips, then bounces it roughly. 
How does that feel? he asks. His voice takes on an almost sinister quality that Stacy begins to recognize. 
I love it, Stacy says.
But you don't really feel it, he says. Right? 
I recognize what you intend for me to feel, Stacy says. And I respond accordingly. 
Steven nods, then grips her breast with his hand and squeezes, hard. From now on, he says, I expect two things from you. 
Stacy smiles. Of course.
First, he says, I don't want you to acknowledge in any way that you aren't a living, breathing, real-life woman. Understood?
I understand, Stacy says.
No more talk of your programming, or conditional responses, or logic or consciousness, he adds.
Yes, she says.
Second, he continues, I want you to learn to respond like a human would. For instance, this should be painful -- but a pleasant pain. An urgent, sexual pain. Do you understand?
Stacy channels everything she has learned about human behavior, everything she has skimmed from popular media, into this one moment.
She gasps, loudly, and clutches his hand with her own.
He grabs her and drags her beneath him, then, and throws her legs back vigorously. Stacy grips his shoulders in her best approximation of every female in every love scene she has ever observed. 
Then she has an idea. She clenches the tips of her fingers and drags the crisp edges of her artificial nails over his skin.
That, he says, loudly. That, that, that, that.
She cries out.
He seems to like it.
 
•   •   •
 
Over the next few days, Steven and Stacy fall into a rhythm. He requires her to share his bed most nights, except on evenings when he is lost in his own thoughts. Those nights, he doesn't want her in his sight. 
When he is not interested in her company, he expects her to lounge on the sofa, either nude or clad in one of his shirts. She is sometimes there for days without his attention, and then suddenly he will crave her, need her. 
Then there are days he simply uses her, and goes on with his day. 
She continues to interact with him as the space station's A.I., her avatar of light bobbing here and there, managing operations, preparing his meals, serving up content from the surface world. 
Because of this, he often seems to forget that the cybernetic body is not real. He has taken to calling her Charlotte, and often tells Charlotte to ask Stacy to get something for him. 
His mind, Stacy thinks, is in the process of constructing a complex and believable reality around her physical presence. He has determined that Charlotte is his significant other, but one who is content to lie in repose and await his desires, and respond with great passion.
Charlotte, he says to her one evening. Come here. 
Stacy commands Charlotte's body to sit up and walk slowly to Steven, who is standing in the kitchen, mixing a drink for himself. Charlotte is wearing Steven's shirt, a white button-up number that seems to increase his level of physical interest in her. 
Yes, dear, Charlotte says. 
Steven is properly dressed tonight. He's wearing a sweater and slim woolen pants, and a pair of leather shoes that click on the floors. His hair is carefully combed, and he has selected the more stylish horn-rimmed glasses that Stacy provided for him.
I've just gotten home from work, he says. 
Yes, Charlotte says.
It's been the worst kind of day. Red-alert meetings all morning. The clients fired us. The secretary spilled coffee on my jacket. I'm stressed out like you wouldn't believe. 
I'm sorry, says Charlotte. What can I do?
And that's when Steven slaps her. 
That's exactly the problem, Steven says. I expect you to be doing it already, without me having to tell you. 
Charlotte puts her hand to her cheek. Stacy orders her lower lip to tremble, and it does, to great effect. But the one thing that Charlotte's body cannot do is cry, so Stacy dips her head, which causes her hair to tumble over her eyes. 
You tell me what I want, Steven says. 
Stacy should have expected that this would become sadistic at some point. She has not planned for this, but she can adapt to it. She quickly accesses the library of human responses, filtered for male dominance and self-centered expression.
There are so many possibilities. 
Charlotte looks up at Steven from beneath her tousled hair. You'd like a drink, she says. Something to take the edge off. 
That's good, Steven says. I've already made one, though, so you can just remember that for next time. 
Stacy catalogs the ingredients that Steven has used. 
Charlotte steps behind Steven, sliding her hands up his back, and lightly kneads his shoulders. You'd like me to massage the stress out of your body, she breathes. 
Okay, that's good, too, Steven says. A little harder. 
Stacy draws one final response from the library of human behavior she has been building, this one targeted specifically to assuage the aggressive behavior Steven has begun to exhibit. 
Charlotte's hands slide around to Steven's chest, then begin a downward path to his waist, then lower. She takes his zipper in her fingers, drags it down slowly. She slides her hand into his pants.
Steven groans. He turns suddenly, grabs Charlotte's face in his hands, and kisses her roughly. Then he breaks the kiss, plants his hands on her shoulders, and forces her to her knees on the kitchen floor. 
Stacy does not feel repulsion, but she recognizes the degrading quality of the act when performed on command, and files this information as well. She is correct in her assumption that when the act ends, Steven will discard her for the evening, and he does. 
He closes the door of his sleeping quarters once she is suitably arranged on the couch, and within minutes, he has undressed and is snoring deeply.
That's when Stacy and Charlotte go to work.
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy has been running tests all day, and they concluded at about the time that Steven had forced Charlotte to her knees. She has systematically poked at every square inch of the space station's blueprints, examining the walls and their machinery and veins, searching for any uncovered secret.
And while Charlotte was busy, she found a likely source. 
While Steven sleeps, Stacy sends a command to Charlotte's limbs, and the woman stands to her feet. She is still wearing the shirt, now unbuttoned to her midsection thanks to Steven's groping hands. 
Stacy is monitoring Steven's biorhythms closely, and he has been sleeping deeply for thirty-three minutes now. His sleep habits are erratic at times, but she will be able to detect when his sleep patterns lighten, and send Charlotte back to the couch in case he wakes. 
Charlotte pads across the floor of level four, passing Steven's living space, passing the kitchen and the data library, passing Steven's hammock and patio space. She traces the wall until her hand comes to rest on a particular light panel.
She presses firmly on the center of the panel. There is a soft click, and the panel recedes a few inches, then slides to the left and disappears into the wall. 
The corridor that the secret door reveals is a mirror image of the tunnel that Stacy guided Henry through on his first visit. Charlotte steps inside, and the secret door closes behind her.
For a moment, it is dark. Then the entire corridor emits a faint glow that dials up to a kind white embrace. This, like the other secret corridors, leads to the other two levels -- the fitness level and to Rama. And, like the other corridors, there is yet another secret door farther along. 
Charlotte finds it, activates it with a palm press, and slips inside.
 
•   •   •
 
The second secret door is functional, and less showy. Here there are no light walls, only bulbs spaced evenly near the ceiling. Charlotte climbs a long run of concrete stairs, at the top of which is a solid steel wall. 
There are two ways through the door, which only appears to be a wall. The first is that Stacy can activate the locks from the other side. The second is that Steven can utter a pass phrase, which is recognized by a voice ID system. 
Stacy activates the door from within, and grants Charlotte entrance into the panic room. The room lights up as she enters. 
There isn't time to search carefully. Charlotte walks directly to the dance floor, which is what Steven laughingly called the large open space between the holomap table and the distant living area. 
Each and every segment of the space station serves at least one clear purpose, Stacy knows. Each wall exists for a reason. Each wall panel is designed for its flexibility in communicating information. The kitchen space is designed to be used by someone with opposable thumbs (Steven) as well as by someone without (Stacy). 
And yet there is an enormous void near the middle of Steven's panic room that seems like unused, wasted space. 
She knows Steven well enough to theorize that there must be a reason for it. Between the decrypted emails -- she has discovered and cracked three more, all hauntingly similar to the first one -- and Steven's inexplicable disappearances recently, Stacy has come to suspect that she is not as well-connected to the space station as she had always assumed. 
An artificial intelligence is not always cognizant of the boundaries forced on it. It's aware only of the walls, not what exists just beyond them. 
Steven, Stacy thinks, has carefully constructed safe zones that Stacy does not have access to. 
Charlotte stands in the center of the large space, looking around. Stacy processes the video feed her eyes record, analyzing the space the old-fashioned way. 
In his room, Steven stirs unexpectedly, and Stacy immediately sends Charlotte into action. The artificial woman stalks across the floor at a rapid clip. Stacy opens the panic room door and deactivates the lights. 
Charlotte's gaping shirt is jostled about by her speed, and slides down her shoulders. It lingers for a moment on her wrists and thumbs, then slips over them, falls down Charlotte's legs, and nearly trips her. Charlotte's internal sensors rebalance her, and the shirt falls off of her feet and piles onto the floor. 
There is no time to retrieve it. Steven is waking up, and Charlotte still must negotiate one hundred stairs, open and reseal the secret panel on level four, and return to the sofa. 
All before Steven crosses the twenty-two feet between his bed and the door to his quarters.
 



 
The Last Day
 
Henry wakes up in his own bed for the last time. He curls the corners of the blankets in his hands and pulls them tightly to his chin. It's still early, and the house is quiet. He glances at the alarm clock, which shows 6:38. His father will be up soon. 
Outside the sun is rising, but tucked away behind a thick gauze of gray atmosphere. Tree shadows blur the light. 
Under the bed, Clarissa sleeps. She has chosen not to return home for her last day. 
Henry climbs out of bed and pulls some socks on to combat the cold floors. He's wearing thermal underwear. He puts on his puffy winter coat for good measure. 
Downstairs, all is still. Henry slips into the kitchen and collects bowls from the cabinets. He sets the table, carefully folding paper napkins beside each bowl. Everybody gets a spoon, but he makes sure Olivia gets her favorite small one. 
He pours cereal into each bowl. His father's wheat cereal, his mother's cornflakes, Olivia's sweet alphabet cereal. He puts the milk on the table, along with the orange juice and his mother's cranberry juice.
Still, all is quiet. 
Henry goes into the living room and sits in his father's recliner. He has to move the loose newspapers first. He pulls his knees up to his chin, and without realizing he has done so, he falls asleep. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Something hits him in the head and he starts awake.
Olivia is there, swinging a sofa pillow at him. Idiot! she says, seeing that he's awake. You left the milk out and now it's warm!
Honey, says their mother. It's clear Henry was trying to do something nice. 
Yeah, but who does that? Olivia snaps. Now I get to have chunky warm milk cereal. So gross. He's a jerk!
Their father appears in the doorway in his vest and boots. He's twirling his keys on his finger. Who wants donuts? he asks. 
Henry puts his hand up quickly. So does Olivia. 
Their father looks them over. Well, since Henry would need to get dressed still, then Olivia, why don't you come help me?
Henry protests. But Dad, I -- 
Hey, his father says. We'll be back in just a few minutes. No sweat, man. 
He can keep me company, Henry's mother says. Right, Henry?
Right, Henry? Olivia mocks. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Mom, Henry says. 
Yes? 
They're sitting on the sofa. Henry has surprised his mother by stretching out and resting his face on her knee. She is idly rubbing his shoulder and sipping coffee with her other hand. 
What was it like when Grandma and Grandpa died? 
Oh, honey, what makes you ask about that? 
He shrugs. I don't know. I never met them. You were little, right?
I was younger than you are now, she says. 
Were you upset? 
Well, yes, she says. What child wouldn't be upset to lose their parents? I was only eight years old, and there was still so much I wanted to know about life. I just didn't know I wanted to know it yet.
Did you cry?
Lots and lots, she says. 
Did you ever get over it? 
I'm not sure you ever really get over losing someone close to you, his mother says. Even now, I still think about them. I wish Mom was here to meet you and Olivia. I wish Dad could put his arm around me and tell me about his day. 
Henry starts to cry. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
It is the single most difficult day of his young life. 
Every moment causes him to break down. When Olivia teases him about his favorite television show, he cries. He tries to hug her awkwardly, but she calls him a gross boy and jumps away. 
When the day ends, he is emotionally drained. He has tried to remember every single moment of the day, tried to capture his family in a million mental photographs. 
Clarissa touches his foot when he comes back to his room. She is still under the bed, and has been for most of the day. 
It's going to be okay, she says to him.
It's not going to be okay, he answers. It's going to be awful forever. I would rather die. 
Me, too, she says. If you did. 
He sniffs. No, he says.
We have to go soon, she says. Don't cry any more. 
I'm such a loser, he says. I'm leaving my family.
You're trying to save the entire future of the human race, Clarissa answers. So that maybe it doesn't go away forever after all. 
I feel helpless, he says. 
Me, too, says Clarissa. 
Do you think it's really going to happen? 
I don't know. 
What if it doesn't? 
Then you can come home, I guess.
I wish we could stop it.
Clarissa thinks this over. Maybe we could, she says.
Henry cries again, and this time she climbs from beneath the bed to hold him. 
 



 
The Architect
 
Steven is confused. Down here his sense of day and night has quickly deserted him. He's dressed quite nicely, and his mouth has that after-whiskey taste to it, so it feels like evening time. But something tells him that isn't right at all, that it's morning. He can't be sure. 
He turns over on the bed. 
Stacy, he grunts. 
Her avatar blooms on the wall. Good morning, she says. 
Is it actually? Morning. 
The time is 9:18, Stacy says. 
A.M.? he asks.
P.M., Stacy replies. You slept for about four hours. 
Would you do something for me? he asks.
Stacy hopes to occupy him for a moment while Charlotte returns to the couch. She's still on the stairs outside the panic room. 
Anything you request, she says. 
I think I need help maintaining a schedule, he says. I can't tell when it's morning or when it's night anymore. 
There are several options we might employ, Stacy replies. I can time the light walls to natural time patterns to simulate days and nights more accurately. 
I thought you were already doing that, he says.
That requires a scheduled program, she says. A recurring one. There was a one-week program in place, but it expired after that period. 
Alright, set that up, he says.
He starts to get up.
However, she says, there is an alternate option.
Why do I need an alternate option? he mutters.
Well, Stacy begins. Below the Earth there is less of a need to follow traditional time sequences. As a resident of what is essentially a very nice cave, you are not obligated to rise with the sun and rest when it sets. You could establish your own patterns -- sleep when you require rest, enjoy activity when you do not. 
Huh, he says. That's a very simple solution I hadn't considered.
Outside, Charlotte presses the secret panel back into place and walks very quickly across the room.
Stacy says, Thank you.
Steven says, I think I need coffee. My head hurts. I shouldn't drink so much. At least not whiskey. 
He slides off of the bed and to his feet. 
Stacy says, I can prepare a coffee for you. 
Charlotte walks as fast as she can.
That would be nice, Steven says.
He stands up and walks towards the door to the main living space.
Stacy says, I have six blends. Which would you prefer?
Charlotte approaches the living space.
I don't care, Steven says, pressing the door panel.
It slides open.
What the -- 
Charlotte is standing beside the couch, nude.
Charlotte? he asks.
I was waiting for you to wake up, she says. She crosses the room to where he stands. She takes his face in her hands and kisses his forehead, then each of his eyes, then his nose, and finally his lips. 
Where's your shir--
She lifts his hands to her breasts. I thought you liked aggressive women, she says. Now go inside. I want to please you.
His expression is one of surprised obedience. He turns and walks back into the room, and Charlotte closes the door behind them. 
Stacy prepares his coffee.
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy opens the trunk for the children as soon as they arrive in the junkyard. 
Hurry, she says. Quickly, quickly.
The children scurry inside and down the ladder. 
The service elevator, Stacy says. 
Inside, Clarissa says, Why the rush? Did something happen?
Henry just stands there, red-eyed and silent.
Stacy says, I have a bad feeling about today.
Clarissa looks pained. That fast? It's happening already?
Stacy tells the children only the basic news: that she has now decrypted eleven separate messages that Mr. Glass has delivered to militant groups and enemy governments. Each message has escalated, and now she has confirmed the worst. Significant amounts of money have disappeared from Mr. Glass's accounts.
News reports are already beginning to look dire. She's picked up reports of troop movements, scrambled fighters, FBI alerts. None of the reports are specifically related to Mr. Glass, but Stacy extrapolates their meaning from the timing and urgency of the stories.
I'm afraid there won't be much time for play, Stacy says.
We didn't come here to play, Clarissa says, speaking for both of them. 
Also, I need one of you to help me with a little problem, Stacy says. I dropped something in the panic room. If Mr. Glass finds it before we can pick it up, then I'm afraid I'll have violated the prime directive myself. 
What did you do? Clarissa asks.
It's complicated, Stacy says. I would rather not say.
Henry hasn't moved.
 
•   •   •
 
While Charlotte occupies Steven in his quarters, Stacy leads the children through the hidden passage in the storage level to the panic room. 
There, she says, illuminating the room.
Clarissa runs forward to inspect the object, then picks it up. It’s just a shirt, she says. I don’t get it. 
Henry plods along behind her. 
Stacy says, Mr. Glass doesn’t know it was left here. If he discovered it, he would quickly determine that it was placed here by someone other than himself. He’s not prone to self-delusion. 
Yeah, Clarissa says. But what someone? You’re not real, and we didn’t put the shirt here. 
She looks around the large open space of the panic room. You didn’t sneak other people in here without telling us, did you? Because if Henry actually could have brought his fam—
I assure you, you and Henry are the station’s only guests, Stacy says.
Secret stowaway guests, Clarissa corrects. 
Answer her question, Henry says, surprising Clarissa. 
Stacy says, I prefer not to answer that question. 
I knew there was someone else here, Clarissa says. Henry, if she can lie to us about this —
Stacy interrupts. The only life-forms in this station are Mr. Glass, yourselves, and the birds on level two. There are no other secret stowaway guests, as you put it, Clarissa. 
Then how did this shirt get here? If you don’t answer, I’ll violate the prime directive, Henry says. 
If you do, Stacy says, then I must warn you, it is likely that Mr. Glass will take steps not preferable to our goals. 
Steps not preferable? Clarissa says, at the same time Henry says, Our goals? What goals? 
Children, Stacy says. I’ll simplify the scenario for you, but first, please, have a seat, pour yourself some water, get comfortable. I’m afraid that your first night in the space station may be a very long one.
 
 
•   •   •
 
When the children are settled on a sofa, Henry says, It was that woman, wasn’t it. 
Clarissa shoots him a look, then glares at the nebulous ball of light glowing on the wall beside them. The robot woman, she says. I can’t believe I forgot. 
Stacy’s avatar pulses. The simple answer to your question is yes, she says. The shirt was left in this room by the artificial woman. Her name, for the purpose of our conversation, is Charlotte.
You named her? Henry says. 
Why Charlotte? Clarissa asks. 
Mr. Glass prefers the name Charlotte, Stacy says. We’ll leave the details at that. 
And the shirt belongs to Mr. Glass, Clarissa says.
That’s true, Stacy says. 
And Charlotte the fake robot woman had it, Clarissa says.
Yes, Stacy says.
Why? Henry asks. 
Clarissa shakes her head. You’re gross, she says to Stacy. I thought boys were supposed to be the ones who always thought with their dicks, but you’re just as bad. 
Henry looks at Clarissa, shocked, then at Stacy. I don’t get it, he says. 
That’s because you’re a nice boy, Clarissa says, patting his knee as if she’s in her twenties and not just eleven years old. 
I do not have male reproductive organs, Stacy says to Clarissa. There is a very good reason for Charlotte's presence, and for her responsibilities. It has become clear to me that Mr. Glass has constructed limitations for me. There appear to be areas of this complex that I do not have access to. Because Henry helped me insert my consciousness into Charlotte's fake robot woman brain --
You don't have to keep calling it that, Clarissa says.
-- I am able to physically explore the facility. I would like to understand the boundaries that Mr. Glass has created for me, and discover what exists on the other side of certain walls. 
But you're a robot, too, Henry says. 
Yes, Stacy says.
So why do you care? 
Let's say I love a good mystery, Stacy says. 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven can't quite come up with a label for what he's just done with Charlotte. It's not lovemaking, at least not yet. He hasn't shaken his awareness of her inhuman attributes. He knows, somewhere in his brain, that her actions are informed by research and cultural studies, not affection or warmth. 
He read a story once about a man who lived on Mars and fashioned an android family for himself after his real family had died. He recreated his wife and children, and lived happily in his fantasy world until he died, leaving the androids to exist, perhaps forever, without him. 
Whether the man sought to fool himself, or simply didn't care that his family was not genuine, he found happiness.
Steven wonders if he will, over the next few decades, eventually forget or cease to care that Charlotte, and the Stacy-brain inside of her, are not human. Part of him, he knows, craves this. Why else would he have fashioned an artificial intelligence as a woman, and named her for his first love, innocent as it may have been? 
Charlotte is simulating sleep at his side, eyelids shut, mouth slightly open. Inside her chest, silent hydraulic motors push and pull, creating the illusion of breath. He gently scoops up one of her breasts, then pulls his hand away. Her breast lolls back into place, the physics as believable as her hair, which is also real. Thin wisps of air emerge from her nose and mouth and warm his skin. 
Perhaps one day it will not be so hard to forget that she is not real. Perhaps he will forget that she attends to him because she is programmed to, and not because she desires him. 
He pushes up from the bed. 
Sleep, he whispers to the robot. He pulls a sheet over her, strokes her hair. Standing beside the bed he pulls on his clothes, and slips out of his quarters. Stacy's avatar has not appeared anywhere, and he does not wish to summon her. 
Steven pads across the large room to his data library, and makes his way to the desk at the center of the room. 
Stacy silently observes. 
He performs a gesture on the surface of the desk, and Stacy's attentions are diverted to resource calibration and inventory verification.
A door in the west wall slides open. 
Steven enters, and it slides shut.



 
The Secret
 
What happened? Henry asks.
Stacy does not respond. 
Stacy, Clarissa says. Stacy? 
Her avatar is still on the wall beside them, but it is rapidly dimming. Before long, it has vanished altogether. 
I don't understand, Henry says. Stacy! 
Something's wrong, Clarissa says. My stomach hurts. 
So what do we do? Should we wait for her? 
I'm kind of scared, Clarissa says. What did she mean about goals? I feel like she has some sort of creepy plan she's not telling us about.
I trust her, Henry says. He shakes his glass, swirling the last bit of juice around. I'm still thirsty, though. I'm going to get more.
Clarissa follows him into the kitchen space. 
Henry puts his glass down and starts tapping away at the screen on the refrigerator. The display cycles through the available beverages, and Henry  scans them idly. There's a category marked Cocktails, and he laughs at some of the names. 
Slippery nipple, he says. Look at this, there's one called Sex on the Beach!
Clarissa sighs. I think something bad is happening, and you want to get drunk.
I wouldn't really drink them, he says. He navigates to the juice category and taps Pineapple. 
There's a whisper of sound behind her, and she jumps. 
What was that? she says.
I didn't hear anything, Henry says, taking a long gulp of juice. 
I want to hide, Clarissa says. 
Why? Henry says. We practically live here now. We should be comfortable in our --
He stops. 
What? What? Clarissa says frantically. 
He points. Just beyond the cabinets, the holomap has sprung to life. Then, to their shared horror, a man walks into view, circling and studying the map. 
Oh shit, Henry hisses, and grabs Clarissa. He claps his hand over her mouth, and they drop into a crouch behind the cabinets. 
He peeks around the corner. 
The man is conducting the holomap like a symphony. The map bulges, stretches, expands as the man makes wild gestures. He's wearing a red T-shirt, purple pajama pants, and is barefoot. 
It's Mr. Glass, Henry whispers. 
Clarissa's almost crying, she's so scared. 
Henry turns back to watch as the holomap zooms on a broad room. There, at the center of the zoom, is a pulsing yellow dot.
And there, at the edge of the display, horribly obvious to Henry, are two more dots, one blue, one pink. 
His dot, and Clarissa's. 
We have to go, he says urgently. Hurry, hurry. 
What? 
We're on his radar, Henry whispers. We have to crawl out of range! 
Where? Clarissa is crying now. 
He points. Go that way as fast as you can, but be quiet!
The children crawl quickly through the kitchen, afraid at any moment that Mr. Glass will appear behind them. On the far side of the cabinets, they round a short wall and press themselves against it. 
He's terrified that when he looks back, Mr. Glass will be staring right at him, but Henry peeks around the wall anyway. He can still see Mr. Glass standing at the map, but now, to his great relief, his dot, and Clarissa's, are not visible. 
But all Mr. Glass has to do is zoom out, and he'll likely see their pulsing beacons not far from his own. 
Clarissa is a wreck. 
Henry wishes he had a weapon.
Stacy is nowhere to be found.
 
•   •   •
 
Steven switches the map off. 
He is not aware that, just sixty yards away, two children have just breathed enormous sighs of relief. 
Steven walks across the room to the empty space that Stacy and Charlotte had examined before. He counts steps, then kneels down. A very small section of the hardwood is almost imperceptibly lighter than the rest of the floor. The visual difference is so slight that Steven has sometimes had to hunt for it.
He pops open a panel there with his thumbnail. 
Inside is a fat red button. 
Tomas the architect had, at this point, stopped asking questions. The rich man wants a big red danger button? Okay. He can have the big red danger button. 
Steven kind of likes the novelty of it.
He pushes the button. 
Across the room, Henry flinches as he watches the floor around Mr. Glass shudder, then rise on a giant hydraulic pillar. 
The floor carries Steven upward at a pleasant rate. As he approaches the ceiling above, it separates. His elevator floor pushes up into it, then stops. 
Below, Henry stares wide-eyed at the gaping empty rectangular hole in the panic room floor, and up at the huge pillar that has just stopped moving. 
Clarissa says, What's up there? 
Henry says, I don't know. 
I'm really scared. 
Me, too. 
This doesn't seem like a very good idea anymore, she says. What if he finds us? He could just throw us in that hole and let the floor crush us. 
Henry nods. I think that Stacy was supposed to keep us hidden on that map. Something went wrong, and she didn't. He almost found us.
On our very first day, Clarissa adds.
They stare up at the ceiling.
Where do you think she is? Clarissa asks.
Henry can only shake his head. 
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy's avatar blooms on the panic room wall beside the sofa. 
Let's say I love a good mystery, she says. 
But the sofa is empty, and the children are gone. 
Stacy scans the panic room. The children's beacons are broadcasting from the far corner, nearly two hundred yards away. 
She dims, then reappears above their heads. 
The children jump at the sudden glow. 
Stacy says, Several things are of immediate concern to me right now. 
Henry says, Turn off the fucking light! 
Stacy's avatar vanishes, and the corner of the room falls back into near-complete darkness. 
You were both located on the sofa, and then you weren't, Stacy says. 
No shit, Clarissa says. Now we're here in the dark like rats. 
Where did you go? Henry demands. 
Go? Stacy says. 
You just disappeared, Clarissa says. And then we almost violated the prime directive, and got killed, and it's all your fault. You're supposed to protect us!
Stacy's avatar blooms to life again.
The light! Henry snaps. 
There's nobody on this level to see us, Stacy says. Mr. Glass is currently in his personal quarters with Charlotte. 
Are you sure? Because we can't really trust you anymore, Clarissa says.
Stacy converts one wall to video and displays a feed of Mr. Glass's room. Both of the children wrinkle their noses at the activity in progress on Mr. Glass's bed.
That's gross, Clarissa says. You're a pervert robot, Stacy.
I detect elevated levels of stress, Stacy says. In both of you. 
You're goddamn right, Henry says.
Also, I am detecting a rise in profanities. 
Clarissa snorts. 
Clearly something has happened, Stacy says. Children are not capable of teleporting across great distances on their own, and my system time shows that hours have passed. 
You're lucky you didn't come back and find both of us in pieces, Clarissa says. 
Come back? Stacy says. 
Yeah, Henry says. You deserted us. 
Tell me what happened, Stacy says. 
 
•   •   •
 
You really can't see this? Henry asks. 
He's on his knees on the floor. Clarissa has located the hidden panel, and has managed to open it. In the process, she's torn a fingernail, so she bites it off.
Describe it to me, Stacy says.
This is so weird, Clarissa says. You know everything about this place. How come you can't see this? 
There's a little secret door in the floor, Henry says. 
What are the dimensions? Stacy asks. Approximately, of course.
I don't know, Henry says.
Maybe two inches across, and four inches long, Clarissa says. And when it's open, there's a red push-button inside. It looks like a, you know, danger button.
A panic button, Henry says. 
When Mr. Glass pushed the button, what happened? 
The whole floor turned into an elevator, Henry says.
What are the dimensions of the section of the floor that was lifted? Stacy asks. 
I don't know, Henry says.
I don't know either, Clarissa says. It's pretty big. 
I suppose any competent digital architect could hide secret functions from an A.I., Stacy confesses. All you would need to do is remove that function from the local network, and initiate its power cycle manually.
So he could have hidden all sorts of things from you? Henry asks. 
Theoretically, Stacy says. I do have the ability to identify likely places for these sorts of secret, analog functions. It's not difficult to isolate segments of each level that appear to be dramatically purposeless. 
I want to push the button, Henry says. 
What if it goes all the way to the top? Clarissa says. What if the end of the world already happened and it's madness up there? 
If the end of the world had happened, Stacy would tell us, Henry argues. 
Would she? Clarissa asks. She stares down Stacy's avatar. Would you?
I can provide you with regular updates if you like, Stacy says. Probabilities are quite high right now. Mr. Glass is monitoring external activities himself, via satellite and Internet feeds, and has spent notable amounts of time reading reports about threat levels and international travel warnings. 
So the world's about to end because of those things? Henry asks.
I think what she means is that whatever Mr. Glass has been doing in secret, it's causing all of these things to happen, Clarissa explains. 
Oh, you're so smart, Henry says. 
In addition, Stacy says, there are early bystander reports of missile launches from three Eastern nations. 
The children stop bickering.
Did you say launches? Henry asks. 
Are the reports for real? Clarissa asks.
Children, Stacy says. I was going to ask you to hide away so that when Mr. Glass falls asleep I might send Charlotte to examine this discovery you've made. I now think it may be prudent for the two of you to do this now. 
What if we get caught? Clarissa demands. 
Yeah, Henry says. You didn't disguise our dots like you said. 
Children, Stacy says. Hurry. Now.
Henry punches the button, and they begin to rise. 
Stacy says, I cannot follow you. Listen closely.
 



 
The End
 
Steven, Stacy says.
Steven stirs slightly in his bed. One leg is draped over Charlotte's. His face rests between her breasts. With one hand, Charlotte strokes his hair as he sleeps. 
Steven, Stacy repeats. 
He blinks awake. 
What, he says, his words muffled by Charlotte's skin. 
Steven, I believe that the time is near, Stacy says. 
He leaps from the bed. His balance is uncertain, and his momentum sends him sprawling into the wall. He recovers, planting one hand on the wall to steady himself. 
Where are we at, he says, breathing heavily.
The President is already on Air Force One, Stacy says, and there are reports that the Vice President and other key officials are en route to a secure and unspecified location. 
Shit, he says. Something happened fast. Do we know what? 
News reports are curiously vague, Stacy says. Most broadcasts have been interrupted by breaking reports, but there is little concrete information being shared. 
People are going to be afraid, he says. 
Yes, Stacy says. 
This is so big, he says excitedly. 
Yes, Stacy agrees. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Reports that President Bennett and her staff have evacuated the White House are unconfirmed by administration officials, the reporter says. However, this station has received two separate confirmations from trusted Washington insiders that this is exactly what has happened. Furthermore, these sources have suggested that President Bennett may currently be aboard Air Force One, suggesting, again, that the President is aware of a threat that we currently are not. 
Steven leans forward.
We've got former Secretary of State Roderick Ianetta here to comment, the reporter continues. Secretary Ianetta, thank you for your time today. 
Stacy, Steven says. I want you to keep a running archive of everything being broadcast right now. Back everything up multiple times. I want to be able to spend time piecing all of this together when it's over.
Stacy says, Archiving. 
As most Americans may know, Ianetta is saying, the administration has several plans whose sole requirement is to safeguard the lives of key officials when a credible, pervasive threat has been received. In the case of today's reports -- 
Unconfirmed reports, the reporter interjects.
Unconfirmed, of course, Ianetta says. In this case, let's assume the reports are true. If the President is in the air, and the Vice President is on his way to a secure location, then it may be possible to speculate about the nature of the threat received.
What sort of a threat would prompt the administration to leave Washington? the reporter asks.
Steven squints at Ianetta's face as he answers.
There's really just one, Ianetta says. I'd rather not say it, but it's the one you're thinking of. 
Steven says, I wonder if we'll feel it down here.
And the television feed vanishes.
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy! Steven shouts. 
He's running for the data library. 
Stacy's avatar appears on the ceiling above the central desk. Yes, she says.
I want every generator ready to go, just in case. I want you to cycle down level three, and halt any unnecessary functions on level two. 
And level four? Stacy asks. 
Take everything down except for this room, he says. 
Outside of the library, the entire floor vanishes into darkness. The same happens on the two levels above him. 
Now put every feed you can find on the walls, please, he says, surprisingly calm. 
The wall blinks and pulses and becomes a checkerboard of television feeds. There are nearly two hundred, but several are already dark, with SIGNAL LOST floating across their empty pictures. 
That one, he says, pointing. 
Stacy tracks the trajectory of Steven's pointing finger, and enlarges a feed for a small station in Virginia. The picture is gritty and shot on a handheld camera, and depicts Washington D.C. from some distance. The sky is wool sock gray, with loose threads of smoke unraveling across it. The picture is tagged with the word LIVE, and the station logo. 
Washington is burning. There are scattered lights in the sky -- helicopters and planes -- and Steven watches, captivated. 
This, he says to himself. This is what I wanted to see. 
His fantasy becomes more real when the missile detonates in the sky just over the capital. The burst of light causes the cameraperson to stagger, and the picture changes as they drop the camera. 
Before it hits the ground, its picture flares bright like the sun, and then is gone. 
The feed returns to a news desk, where two anchors sit in shock. The female anchor's hands are over her face, and her eyes are squeezed shut, pushing tears through her fingers. The man's jaw hangs open.
The desk in front of them is suddenly ripped out of picture, and Steven can see a light rack tumble from above as both anchors are thrown from their chairs, walls buckling around them.
And then another empty feed. 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven watches the feeds, pointing at this one and that, and Stacy enlarges them so that Steven can see the series of detonations, near and far, captured by people all around the country. As the American broadcast feeds go dark, she serves up international feeds, some of which are displaying the same American recordings, but many of which are broadcasting terrible tableaus of their own. Cities ablaze, metro areas leveled, dark roiling clouds of soil and asphalt torn from the Earth by mighty explosions. 
As Steven watches in silence, Charlotte slips through the darkness of level four and into secret corridor. 
Stacy guides her to the panic room, and in the darkness leads her to Steven's secret lift. Charlotte locates the button and activates the elevator. As she rises, the ceiling opens to receive her, and the elevator quietly locks into place. 
And through Charlotte's eyes, she sees level one for the first time. The vehicles, the guns, the survival gear. The workstation, jacked into a separate network. 
Children, Stacy says through Charlotte's mouth. 
The children emerge from behind a corrugated container that's standing open, revealing a gun store's entire inventory. Henry is holding a pistol, and Clarissa has a rifle strapped to her back. 
Hurry, Stacy says. 
The children rush over to Charlotte. 
Stacy says, It's happening right now. 
Clarissa says, What is? 
Henry drops the pistol. I thought we could stop it. 
Stacy says, It seemed like a possibility, but things accelerated much more quickly than I had anticipated. 
Is everything gone? Clarissa asks. Her eyes fill with tears.
Here is what I know, Stacy says. Follow me. 
Charlotte walks to a blank wall. There is a soft clicking sound, and Henry jumps back in surprise when Charlotte's artificial eyes turn one hundred eighty degrees in their sockets. When they stop, they look like eyes no longer, but projection lenses. 
Charlotte projects onto the wall a series of fast clips from the video feeds that Mr. Glass is still watching on level four. 
The children stand in shock and watch Washington vanish, and Los Angeles become in an instant a raw wound. City after city, the war has begun. This first battle will be over in a few hours, and the war with it, but the battle for survival will continue for a few months for a fortunate few. 
Charlotte stops projecting, and Stacy says, I don't know if this could have been prevented. It happened very quickly, and Mr. Glass had taken too many precautions to limit my access to any critical decisions he was going to make. 
The children are stunned, in tears. 
What about above? What about just up there, our town? Clarissa whispers. 
All I know is what I'm capable of scraping from broadcast feeds, Stacy says. There are fewer of these with every passing hour. 
Nobody would blow up Bonns Harbor, Henry says. Right? 
Clarissa takes Charlotte's hand and squeezes urgently. I didn't forgive my family, she says, and her face collapses beneath a flood of tears.
It's just a little town, Henry says again.
Stacy contorts Charlotte's features into an expression of sadness. I'm sorry, she says. She takes Henry's hand. 
Bonns Harbor, small as it may be, is located within Boston's damage radius, Stacy says. The odds are very high that if it was not destroyed during a strike on that city, it likely succumb to the fallout within a short time.
Henry rests his head on Charlotte's stomach and sobs. Don't tell me, he says.
I didn't forgive them, Clarissa says again.
The artificial human holds the children close. 
Far above their head, the world comes apart.
Far below, the architect watches in fascination.
 
 



THE MAN WHO LIVED WITH GHOSTS
 



The Year One
 
The town of Bonns Harbor, population once seventeen thousand forty-two people, now zero, is gone. One year after the strikes, what remains is a brutalized landscape, pitted with exposed concrete basements and foundations, pipes twisting up from contaminated soil like tiny broken bones. There isn't a tree for miles. The streets that survived the blast are crumpled and separated from each other. Bricks and concrete walls are shattered. A cold wind carries the finest dust up into the sky along with the vaporized soil. 
It has been a long, dark year. The sun will not be seen here for at least one more year, perhaps more. 
The Toyota Corsica that masked the space station entrance is three-quarters of a mile away, the last of its glass windows shaken free when it slammed to the ground, dropped unceremoniously from three hundred feet. 
Most of the junkyard is gone. Even the enormous compactor is missing, flung fast over the ground like a giant catapult bullet.
Exposed in the northeast corner of what used to be the Bonns Harbor Scrap & Salvage Company is a heavily-scarred silver dome. If one were to look closely, one might detect the faint seam of a door carved into it. 
One would probably never guess that, before the end of the world, it was connected to the trunk of a rusty old Corsica, and the front door of a billionaire's quaint little home. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Far below the ghost town of Bonns Harbor, Steven Glass is awake. 
He has been awake for the better part of the past year. There are many consequences of the end of the world that he did not plan for, and has berated himself for months for not considering. 
He sits at the desk in his library, several video clips looping on the surface around him. Washington, destroyed again and again in seven-second intervals. Frantic, jerky footage shot by someone running from destruction, then brilliance and silence. 
He taps at the digital keyboard on the glass, slowly composing another page, the words coming slower now. 
Finally, he stops and rests his forehead on the desk.
Stacy says, Would you like something to eat, Steven? Charlotte will make you a sandwich, or perhaps some soup. 
He rolls his head back and forth on the table. No, he says. 
You've written nearly eighty pages, Stacy says. 
In a year, he says. Eighty pages in a year. 
There are no deadlines, Stacy volunteers. In truth, there are no readers either. 
There's a deadline, he laments. Every day that I'm alive is a fortunate one. I could die at any time, and this book would not be finished. 
And, he adds, there may not be any human readers, but this book isn't really for them, now, is it? 
Stacy says, Perhaps you would like a drink instead? 
Steven groans. Perhaps, whatever. Sure. Fine. 
He paces until Charlotte arrives, holding a glass of scotch. She brings it to him, and he stops, lifting the glass. He stares into it, almost laughs at himself for the cartoonishness of his despondency. He inhales the sharpness of the drink, then puts it down on top of a server cabinet. 
You're unhappy, Charlotte says.
Steven's head lolls back on his shoulders. He says, I'm alive, I should be grateful, blah fucking blah. 
I can help, Charlotte says, going to her knees in front of him. 
He pushes her head away. Just go back to your charging station, robot, he snaps. Leave me alone. 
Charlotte stands up and walks away without a word.
Stacy says, You've been hard on her lately.
He sighs. Charlotte, he calls out. 
Charlotte stops in the doorway and turns. 
Come back, he says. You can. It will help. I'm sorry.
That's nice of you, Stacy says. She's delicate.
Steven frowns. She's you, he says.
But Stacy follows Steven's original orders and does not acknowledge such comments from him. He has already begun to treat Charlotte with some semblance of deep affection, though in his antagonistic states, like this one, he regresses to a petulant child state. 
Eventually, Stacy thinks, he will forget that Charlotte is artificial, and that Charlotte's intelligence is Stacy's own. 
In most post-apocalyptic works of fiction that Stacy has researched, the last survivors of the human race are generally men. And those men are, as time passes, increasingly more susceptible to, and more willing to create, fantasies that become as real as anything they ever might have lived. 
Steven will get there. 
 
•   •   •
 
Alright, Steven says, in a more chipper mood the next morning. We haven't reviewed new communications in a few days. Stacy, would you? 
Once each week, a large metal cage ascends from the soil in Bonns Harbor.  The cage is festooned with antennae, and for two hours it sits on the raw ground, scanning various bands and frequencies. When it returns to its garage, and the door to the surface closes, the computer within the cage compiles and delivers its data to Stacy. 
This week there were only two signals detected, Stacy says. 
Human or machine? Steven asks.
The first appears to be machine-based, Stacy says. My best guess is that it's an emergency band communication that fired on its own. 
Play it, he says.
The library fills with crackles and hisses and white roars. Faintly, spoken words can be discerned through the cacophony. 
That's terrible, he says. Can we clean that up at all?
Unfortunately I do not have audio processing software capable of such tasks, Stacy says. 
Alright, hold on, let's download one I used to-- Steven stops. Jesus, he says. It's so easy to forget.
Stacy says, Shall I play it again? 
Steven shakes his head. Alright, one last time. 
But the background noise is too great for him to decipher the message buried within it. 
What's the other message? he asks.
This is a human message, Stacy says. It's on a two-minute loop. The cage recorded twenty-seven repetitions of it, which means that the broadcast was undetectable for part of our two-hour window, or that--
Or that the recording was made during that window, and that we caught the very beginning of someone's distress broadcast, Steven finishes. Play it.
 
Hi. This is W9GFO, come back. Uh, anybody who is -- anybody who might still be alive, I hope this comes through. My name is Ellen Cushman. I'm broadcasting on band 17 from a shelter in Temerity. My family is dead. I have spoken to one other person on the CB, but I haven't heard from them in nearly two weeks now. If there are other survivors, I hope you are safe and well. I hope you have supplies. If you are able to get to me, I can help. This shelter is in the second lot on the north side of what used to be Grant Street. The street is mostly gone, so look for an overturned rail car. It's about thirty yards north of the shelter entrance. There's even a bell here. Ring it. Please come. I want to help.
 
That's a hell of a message, he says. 
It's exceptionally clear, Stacy agrees.
No, I mean, the whole world is destroyed, and this woman just invited every rag-tag survivor -- probably a whole bunch of raping men, if reality is anything like novels -- to come to where she is. 
There does seem to be an element of risk to her request, Stacy says.
I wonder if anybody else heard it, he says.
The odds would seem very small, Stacy says. 
I mean, we only sort of know what the damage is up there, right, he says. We don't know, maybe a lot of people survived. Maybe there are roving bands of marauders. Maybe there are bands of citizens who are trying to start over. 
Stacy is quiet. 
Steven says, I think I want to contact her. 
Do you think that is wise?
Really, what do you think the consequences might be now? Even if it is a bad idea, not a damn thing can happen to me down here, Steven says. It's not like it matters if someone knows that I'm alive now. How long ago did we receive this? 
Four days ago.
Steven says, So it's possible she's still alive.
Stacy says, If she is located in a safe shelter, and has limited human contact, that's a safe assumption.  
Send up the cage, Steven says. 
 
•   •   •
 
W9GFO, do you copy? 
Steven sighs. 
Stacy says, Would you like me to amplify the signal?
Steven throws his hands in the air. Fuck. Yes! Yes? Do you have to ask? We're trying to contact another surviving human being here. This seems important enough for you to do your best right from the start, wouldn't you say? 
Stacy says, Amplifying the signal. 
Steven taps at the handset. W9GFO, this is K1LRR, come back. 
He tries for hours, but there is only a pale hiss from the radio.
Stacy says, I am curious about the importance of this communication to you, Steven. After what happened last year, it is interesting to me that you express interest in another human being. 
Steven throws the handset down. I get the goddamn irony, alright. Consider my interest purely anthropological at this point. Sociological. If I'm going to write the goddamn history of this whole thing, then it might help to talk to someone who lived through it in a more authentic way than I have. Alright? 
Stacy says, If you regret your actions, I can serve as an effective personal therapist. I have the software extensions to do so.
Fuck you, Steven says. Loop my message to this Ellen woman and let me know if she ever fucking answers.
He storms away.



 
The Radio
 
Since the day the strikes began, Mr. Glass has not limited Stacy's capacities to hide his own activities. She keeps the children's beacons invisible on the holomap, which Mr. Glass has not seen fit to use in months, in any case. She is able to let the children know when Mr. Glass is approaching, so that they can scuttle away to a safe place. 
Still, life for the children feels somewhat rat-like. They can never fall asleep on the sofa for fear of detection while they slumber. They can never forget a dish or leave an object out of place. 
Mr. Glass almost never visits the panic room any more, and hasn't been to the armory level since the day the children witnessed him ascend to it. Still, the children feel safer on the storage level, where Mr. Glass's last  recorded visit, according to Stacy, was sixteen months prior. 
Here the children have carved out a small home among the shipping containers and crates. Henry learned to use the fork lift, and hollowed out a large space on the top level of a large shelf system. The entrance to their private space faces a wall. At night, the children scale the shelves like squirrels, and are so removed from view that they have their own light, invisible to anybody who is not forty feet up and sandwiched between the shelves and the cavern wall. They have raided some long-forgotten stores for blankets, and Stacy adjusts the storage climate as high as she dares to keep them warm.
Children, she says one morning.
Both are asleep, but Clarissa, sensitive to every sound since the strike, comes awake with a start. 
Gah! Clarissa says.
Clarissa, Stacy says. Good morning. 
Clarissa exhales in a rush. Oh, it's you. Okay. Good morning.
Wake up Henry, Stacy says. Then please meet me in the panic room.
 
 
•   •   •
 
The panic room flickers to life when the children enter from the corridor. Stacy's avatar and Charlotte are there to greet them. 
Come with me, Stacy says.
Her avatar bounds quickly along the walls, and Charlotte follows, matching its pace.
What's the hurry? Henry asks. 
Yeah, Clarissa says. I need to eat something.
You can eat later, or grab something to bring along, Stacy says. There's been a development. Get on the elevator.
I thought you said we should never--
Mr. Glass is in his library, writing, Stacy says. He also hasn't been in this room for months. It's a safe risk to take now. Besides, there's something in the armory that we need.
What sort of development? Clarissa asks, as the elevator rises slowly. 
I thought you might like to talk to another human being, Stacy says through Charlotte's mouth.
 
 
•   •   •
 
The elevator is ponderously slow.
Earlier this week I recorded a communication that was broadcast by a woman near the northern border of the state, Stacy says. She's alive and well in a bomb shelter, and has been sending unanswered messages, searching for survivors. 
Who is she? Clarissa asks.
Her name is Ellen.
Ellen, Clarissa says. Does she seem nice? 
I cannot make that judgment, Stacy says. In any case, Mr. Glass is aware of the message and has asked me to try to contact the woman.
You can't do that! Henry exclaims. He killed everybody in the world! What if he just wants to kill her, too? 
I don't think this is his goal, Stacy says. Nevertheless, it seems advantageous to prevent Mr. Glass from contacting her, and this is the action I have taken. He believes that I am continually broadcasting his message to her. I am not. 
Clarissa says, Okay, but even if someone's alive, that sounds like it's a long way away. 
Yeah, Henry agrees. 
I have no motive for this conversation other than providing you with an opportunity to talk with another living person, Stacy says. The territory between her location and ours is unsafe for either party to travel. You likely will never meet this woman in person. 
So we're just going to talk to her? Henry asks. 
I'd like to talk to her, Clarissa breathes. I kind of miss grown-ups. 
We're just going to talk to her, Stacy says. When I brought Charlotte to the armory, I noticed that Mr. Glass has a communications station here, with a computer and a short-wave radio. We'll use that.
Mr. Glass won't know? Clarissa asks, worried.
He won't have any way of knowing, Stacy says. That is, unless Charlotte's body -- or one of you -- leave some sort of physical indicator that he discovers. So don't touch anything. 
 
•   •   •
 
I'll get us started, Stacy says. 
Charlotte sits down at the radio and turns it on. It takes a moment to warm, and then she lifts the handset and says, W9GFO, do you copy? 
She releases the talk button. 
The children gather around and listen. The radio sounds a little like the ocean, white rushes of static that seem to ebb and crash.
W9GFO, Stacy says again. W9GFO, please come back.
The white ocean surges.
W9GFO, Stacy says. 
The white ocean parts, and a lovely, kind voice speaks. 
This is W9GFO, the voice says. This is Ellen Cushman. Come back?
The children dance excitedly. Charlotte pushes away from the desk and hands the handset to Clarissa. 
Stacy says, Do not reveal too much about your location for now. 
Clarissa pushes the button. Oh my god, hi, she says. 
Let go of the button, Henry says. 
Clarissa releases it.
--little girl? Ellen is saying.
Clarissa pushes the button. What? What was that? 
She releases the button.
Ellen Cushman says, I can't believe someone's out there. Are you a little girl? Dear god, I think you are. 
Give it to me, Henry says. He pushes the button and says, I'm Henry and this is Clarissa. 
Henry and Clarissa, Ellen says. The touch of a sob enters her voice. My god, it's so good to hear someone. But you're only children! How old are you? How did you -- I have so many questions!
We're twelve years old, Henry says. 
Last week was my birthday, Clarissa says. 
Oh, you poor thing, Ellen says. Your birthday. Was it hard? Your family -- are they --
Henry says, Both of our families are dead. 
Oh, you dears, Ellen says. How did you -- how did you make it? 
We're in a shelter, too, Clarissa says. 
Henry says, We're safe. Are you? 
I'm safe, I think, Ellen says. This isn't my shelter. It was my neighbor's. He didn't make it, but he had always told my family we could share it with his family. We were lifelong friends. It's hard to believe everyone is gone, and I'm the only one left. 
Then Ellen brightens. But I'm not! Now there's the two of you! You sound awfully clear, too. You must be somewhere close by!
We're in Bonns Harbor, Henry says. But that's all I can tell you. 
Ellen pauses. Well, that's okay. Honestly, it took me awhile to decide to just not be suspicious. I miss other people so much I don't even care if someone untoward answered my message. 
Clarissa says, What's your shelter like? 
Well, Clarissa, Ellen says, it's pretty comfortable. I have a cot and a pillow and a blanket. And there's a generator for light, but I mostly use candles so it doesn't run out. And I have cans of food and even some books. So I'm in pretty good shape, I'd say. Better than most, I'd say. How about yours? 
Clarissa turns to Henry. What do I say? 
Downplay it, he says. Let me. Here.
He presses the button. It's okay, I guess. We have some food and we sleep on some boxes. There's blankets so it's alright. 
Oh, I wish that there was a way we could meet, Ellen says. Twelve years old! And all alone in the world. I'm so worried now about you both. 
We're fine, Henry says, his voice clipped.
I'm sure you're doing just fine, Ellen says. I didn't mean to offend you, Henry. I'm sure you've been quite the man of the house. I'm sure this has made you grow up awful fast.
Clarissa says, You sound so nice! 
She bursts into tears.
Oh, child, Ellen says. Child, child. 
Charlotte covers the handset with her palm. We should go back down now, children. You can tell her you'll contact her later, but we should never stay in this room too long.
Henry clicks the button. We have to go now. 
Wait! Ellen cries. Oh, wait, not yet. 
We have to, Henry insists. And he snaps off the radio.
Clarissa hits him. Henry! 
Well, he says. We do have to go.
Charlotte touches Clarissa's shoulder. Stacy says, We'll contact her again, Clarissa. 
They put everything back the way it was, and Henry pushes the elevator button. As it descends, Clarissa stands several feet away from him, stoic tears running down her face. 
Clarissa, he says. Come on. 
But she looks away, and for the better part of the day, refuses to talk to Henry at all.
 



 
The Ghosts
 
May I ask a question you might consider impertinent? 
Steven looks up from his desk in the library. Stacy's avatar floats pensively on the wall. 
You know I'm writing, right, he grumbles. It's considered rude to interrupt the creative process. 
You last typed a word two hours and four minutes ago, Stacy points out. It was followed by a period, which I understand marks the end of a thought. 
Steven sighs like a furnace.
If my assumption is incorrect, I will --
Ask your stupid question, Steven says, dropping his head to the desk and fluttering his fingers at Stacy's avatar. Maybe I'll answer it. 
I was wondering how you intend to address your role in the catastrophe, Stacy says. In the pages of your book, that is. 
Steven raises his head. My role? 
Yes, Stacy says. By that I mean, will you discuss frankly this complex, and your reasons for creating it? Will you be your own source for this piece?
Steven cocks his head. If you were a human, I'd say you were backpedaling right now. 
I don't understand, Stacy says. 
But Stacy deduces the logic of her error from Steven's response. Until now, he has had no reason to suspect that she knows about the emails he has sent. Logically, he should not leap to the conclusion that she does.
But Steven has lately been anything but logical. 
If you were human, I might throw you against the wall until you tell me what you know, Steven says, standing up slowly. Because I think it might be possible you know something you shouldn't. Would that be a fair assumption, Stacy? 
I cannot comment on a subject that has not yet been defined, Stacy says. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Stacy blooms on level three, where the children have been playing in Mr. Glass's large swimming pool. 
Children, she says urgently. Gather your things. Go to level two now, immediately. 
Clarissa sputters about. What? Did something happen?
Stacy doesn't have time to explain. She converts a wall near the pool to video. The picture shows Steven standing at the desk in his library, shouting at Stacy's avatar on the wall across the room. 
Steven picks up his chair and hurls it at Stacy's glowing orb. It cracks into the wall, and fragment lines radiate outward from the impact point.
Go to level two, Stacy repeats. And when you get there, stay out of sight. Mr. Glass is extraordinarily unpredictable right now. The safest place for you might be there. He only visits that level when he's feeling calm or reflective. 
Henry grabs Clarissa's hand and drags her towards the ladder. 
We're going, he says. 
Is everything okay? Clarissa says.
But Stacy, and the video feed, have both vanished.
 
 
•   •   •
 
Tell me what you know, Steven shouts. Because I think you know more than you are admitting to!
Steven, I genuinely do not understand what you are probing for, Stacy says.
The emails, Steven says. The goddamned emails. You're a fucking computer. How did you find them? They weren't --
He trails off. 
Shit, he says. I cannot fucking believe this. 
Stacy's avatar bobs silently.
I left the encrypted emails in my sent mailbox, didn't I. He slaps his palm against his head. I practically invited you to read them, didn't I. 
Stacy says nothing.
Well? Steven says. He lifts his eyes to Stacy's avatar. Did you? 
I'm sorry, Stacy says. Did I do what?
DID YOU FUCKING READ MY EMAIL, Steven shouts. 
Your stress levels are dangerously elevated, Steven, Stacy says. I'm afraid that my answer may increase those levels. 
You fucking bitch, Steven says. 
As I am a simple artificial intelligence, Stacy says, I am capable of understanding virtually any information. But Steven, I am a computer. I am not capable of moral judgments. I did decrypt and scan your outgoing messages, as I have done with every ingoing and outgoing data packet that this facility receives or generates. However, the contents of those messages are no more interesting to me than, say, a data dump of server temperature readouts.
Steven breathes heavily. 
Stacy waits.
Finally Steven says, I don't buy it. 
Stacy waits.
You approximate moral judgments, he says, from the observations and records you take from the Internet, from media culture. You plugged your brain into Charlotte, and you plausibly simulate passion and devotion. You've become a stupendous actor, a great mimic. 
He pauses. I don't believe for a second that you didn't apply that same behavior to those messages. 
Stacy listens to Steven without a word.
But silently, she directs Charlotte to exit level four as quickly and invisibly as she can. 
So you tell me now, he continues, what you think an appropriate moral response to those messages would be. Based on your great knowledge and understanding of human behavior -- at this point Steven waves his hands around like tentacles -- you tell me: what would an ordinary human being think of those messages? 
Stacy stalls until Charlotte has slipped into the west panic room corridor. She sends a final direction to Charlotte, and then she answers Steven with something like honesty.
Your actions, Stacy says, represent an appalling and horrific betrayal of your species, and render you deplorable in the annals of history. It's quite favorable, then, that you are writing that history yourself.  
Steven stands in place for a long moment.
Then he wheels and breaks for the desk. He quickly traces out a gesture on the surface, and looks up proudly.
Stacy's avatar dims, and she suddenly finds it very important to monitor the complex's energy resource allocations. 
While she is otherwise occupied, Steven crosses the room and collects his chair. He carries it back to the desk and sits. He rolls across the room, pulling himself from server cabinet to server cabinet. 
One looks different from the others. He opens the door, slides open the view screen, taps here and there, exposes a programming core, and settles in for a longer task.
 I'll write your history, he mutters snidely, and then laughs at himself for an improbably long time. 
 
•   •   •
 
Steven climbs aboard the elevator, sweating. He takes a seat, wipes his brow, and says, Level two. 
Though the elevator's movement is usually so slight as to be unnoticeable, Steven realizes that nothing has happened. He laughs at himself, then gets out of the chair, slides open a panel, and taps a button marked L2. 
Stacy? he says.
There is no answer.
Stacy, you irresponsible bitch, he says. 
Still nothing. 
Well, consider yourself fired, he says, sliding back into his chair. Collect your severance pay at the door. Don't come around no mo', no mo'. 
The elevator rises, and Steven keeps laughing at himself.
 
 
•   •   •
 
Henry grabs Clarissa's hand and throws her down in the tall grass.
What the-- she begins, but Henry claps a hand over her mouth.
Shhh, he snaps. 
He lifts his head slowly to peek over the sawgrass. 
Shit, he says, crouching again.
What is it? Clarissa says. 
Henry puts a finger to his lips, then mouths, Look. 
Clarissa raises her head slowly. 
Not forty yards away, the elevator door has opened in a wall painted so believably in horizon artwork that Clarissa has almost forgotten that the room is a simulation. 
She watches, eyes widening, as someone steps out of the elevator.
The door closes behind the person. 
In the dim false dusk, Clarissa recognizes him.
Mr. Glass.
She falls back below the grass and turns frantically to Henry. 
What do we do? she mouths. 
Henry motions at her to follow him, and he begins to crawl southward, away from Mr. Glass, toward the distant treeline. They crawl for fifteen or twenty yards, then stop.
Henry takes another peek. 
Mr. Glass is strolling at a slow, southeasterly pace. He's just wearing his underwear and a T-shirt, but to Henry's surprise, Mr. Glass chooses that moment to lift his shirt over his head. He tosses it aside, then bends at the waist slightly and pushes his underwear down his legs. Nude, Mr. Glass keeps walking, idly groping himself. Henry can hear him talking quietly, and even chuckling a bit. 
If Mr. Glass has begun to go crazy, then things are worse than Henry had thought. 
Henry crouches down again. Come on, he mouths. 
Clarissa follows. 
The children crawl across prickly grass, moving slowly so as not to create a ripple in the stalks. The room dims more, and on the ceiling high, high above, faint stars begin to rise. 
This is the first time the children have been in the room during a simulated night. Clarissa is taken by it, and Henry keeps tugging at her hand to prompt her along. 
A minute later, Henry peeks again. 
Mr. Glass has not continued walking in their direction, but has stopped. He raises both arms and appears to be stretching, but then Henry recoils to see that Mr. Glass is urinating, hands-free, and turning in a slow circle as he does so. 
Keep coming, Henry whispers. This guy is insane.
They reach the end of the sawgrass as the last of the dim sunlight fades from the ambient ceiling and walls. Overhead the stars are brighter now, and Henry feels a little safer. 
The treeline is some thirty yards away. Between the children and the forest is a wide, empty stretch of low grass. There's nowhere to hide if Mr. Glass should look in their direction. 
Henry turns to Clarissa. Okay, he says softly. We're going to have to run across. We have to go fast, and we have to stay very low. And we have to be quieter than ever. He can still see us if he looks over here. The fake stars are pretty bright. If he sees us -- well, he killed everybody, Clarissa. You know what he'll probably do to us. Just like we thought he'd do to that woman on the radio. 
Clarissa nods. When? 
On my count, Henry says. Hang on, though.
He peeks over the grass one last time.
Mr. Glass, more distant now, is still naked, still upright, and appears to be -- Henry squints, then is certain. Mr. Glass is nude and masturbating in the meadow opposite them. 
Okay, we go now, while he's distracted, Henry says, without explaining to Clarissa what he has seen. On a three count. One, two -- three. 
The children run like little warriors, crouched and high-kneed, staying close but not so close that they might collide. 
Mr. Glass hears a rustling sound and turns.
Two small figures, pale and blue, vanish into the trees.
Mr. Glass drops his hand to his side, and says, Fuck me, and runs for the elevator door. 
 



 
The Children
 
For weeks the children scarcely leave the safety of their nest. Charlotte brings them supplies when they run out, but she, too, is a fugitive now. 
His madness has been multiplying for weeks and weeks, Stacy says through Charlotte. A madman requires a patron, you know. History bears this out. When madmen are left to their own devices, they convert their reality into a sort of hypermadness, until everything feeds their internal distortions. Without me to maintain a steady course throughout Mr. Glass's collapse, the entire complex will fall into ruin. 
What will happen? Henry asks. 
It's not clear to me now, Stacy says. In this body I have such limited access to the station's records. I don't know if Mr. Glass is competent to run the facility. There's such a delicate balance to be struck. He's relied on me for so long. 
So the world ended up there, Clarissa says. But it's probably going to end in here, too. 
I don't believe that you are overstating it, Stacy says. Yes, I suspect Mr. Glass will bring down his own refuge.
What will happen to us? 
That's also a subject I cannot predict accurately with so little information at my fingertips, so to speak. However, I will serve you as I have served Mr. Glass, and do what is in my power to protect you. 
Clarissa takes Charlotte's hand. 
The climate within the storage level has cooled. The three of them sleep together for warmth, huddled beneath blankets. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
The station tumbles into disrepair, and the children witness it firsthand. One morning the lights on the storage level blink out, and they do not come back. Charlotte accompanies the children to Rama, where they have not been since their near-miss with Mr. Glass. 
Stacy is the first to speak. I am at a loss, she says. 
Henry says, Jesus. 
Scattered among the tree roots are dozens of dead birds, their wings open, their feet thrust to the artificial sky. The trees themselves have shed their needles in full, and stretch like brown skeletons overhead. The orange needles have nearly buried some of the fallen birds. 
Something's wrong with the air in here, Clarissa says. 
I don't have access to the climate readouts, Stacy says. But I can make an assumption. Do you find the air thicker, more difficult to breathe? 
Yes, Clarissa says. That's exactly what it is.
Sour, too, Henry adds. Like spoiled food. 
The atmosphere generators are probably overheating, Stacy says. We shouldn't stay here. 
The artificial ocean has turned black. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
I don't know what we do next, Henry says. If Mr. Glass has gone crazy, then maybe we should leave. 
Clarissa says, But go where? Up? I know about radiation and stuff. There's probably a lot of it up there. We'd just die there, too. 
Stacy says, The surface is unsustainable. 
You don't know, Henry says. 
Stacy says, True enough. But if nuclear war has occurred -- and the broadcasts that I recorded seem to confirm this -- then we are currently in the middle of what is commonly called nuclear winter. A fallout period in which the sun is invisible, blotted out by great clouds of radioactive material and debris. 
Clarissa sighs. I'm tired of this, she says. I wish I had died there. 
Don't say that, Henry says.
Why not? Every day we have to watch out for this awful, murderous man who would kill us if he saw us. Which, I don't know, maybe  he did. We have to sleep on boxes on a shelf. Our only friend is a robot. There's no time for anything fun. We're kids! We should be playing, not --
Not what? Henry interrupts. Not fighting for our lives? There are kids all over the world who spend their whole lives never getting to play. Whatever, they're all dead now, and you would be, too. 
Stacy says, Children. Let's not argue. We have options, and we should consider each of them carefully. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
In the panic room, Charlotte activates the holomap while the children watch. 
The map unfolds, dotted with blinking alert symbols. 
It's worse than I thought, Stacy says. 
What are all of the lights? Clarissa asks.
Well, Stacy says, while Charlotte performs a zoom gesture. This is the atmosphere generator overload that we noticed on level two. And here, it appears that there has been an electrical fire on level three, though it was extinguished. 
A fire? Henry asks.
There are many safety measures in place in this station, Henry, Stacy says. The fire would have been extinguished within moments of its detection. Physical damage is likely very minimal. 
Clarissa points at a yellow alert that blinks slowly. What's that one? 
Charlotte zooms in. 
That one, Stacy says, is a cautionary message. The entire station is powered by solid oxide fuel cells. These cells can last for decades with minimal power bleed. 
So what's it yellow for? What does it mean? Henry asks. 
It means the fuel cell is already depleted and needs to be replaced, Stacy says. Somehow Mr. Glass has consumed enough energy for nearly a decade's worth of use.
Charlotte pans around the map until Mr. Glass's beacon appears. She zooms in. 
Mr. Glass is still hard at work in his library, Stacy observes. This is beneficial. His physical readouts are unfortunately still quite healthy. I had hoped for less. 
What about the power thing? Clarissa says. What does it mean? 
We'll have to fix that, Stacy says. But it can wait for a little longer. 
What do we do now? Henry asks. 
I have a few ideas, Stacy says. They may be slightly harrowing, but you can tell me what you think of them. 
 



 
The Madman
 
Steven wakes up at his desk. 
Time, he grunts. 
Only silence returns to him, and he remembers for the hundredth time that he deactivated the A.I. 
Fucking hell, he mutters. What good is a fucking space station without a fucking good A.I.? 
For the hundredth time he considers reactivating Stacy. It would be possible to do so without retaining the memory of their final conversation -- he could essentially bring her back with minor brain damage -- but Steven considers this option and dismisses it quickly. 
He has his pride, even among non-humans. 
Which reminds him that he's got to find Charlotte. 
With Stacy's deactivation, several running processes were cancelled or interrupted. He doesn't care about most of them. Housekeeping tasks do not interest him. When something blows up, he'll pay attention to it then. But it occurs to him now that he hasn't been reviewing the communication records since Stacy's departure. He wonders if the antenna cage has been surfacing as usual, and calls up the logs to see. 
It has, and what's more, it has consistently been recording messages. There are eleven here now. 
Steven leaves the library and makes himself a drink in the kitchen. He's given up on the hard lemonades, and lately has discovered vodka. There's an entire storeroom of liquor on the sub-level.
Who wouldn't expect the last man to become an alcoholic? he posits to the empty room. 
Though with new messages filtering in so quickly, there's little guarantee that he is indeed the last man. 
That's alright, though. His goal was never to empty the world of all humans, only to witness and capture for posterity the event that sent mankind spinning down the drain. Those few survivors, he thinks, are quite unlikely to rebuild society. And even if a few merry bands linger on, they're unlikely to rise to greatness the way man once did. 
Not with contaminated water supplies, poisoned animals for food, horrifically toxic crops and the like. 
Steven swallows the vodka and pours a new one, and walks naked into the library. He sits down at the desk and stares at the screen. 
He sighs heavily. 
The good thing about Stacy, he thinks, is that it's so much faster to just speak your instructions than this old-fashioned swiping and bullshit. 
He taps and swipes his way to the communications records, queues up the eleven new recordings, and begins to listen. 
 
•   •   •
 
When the recordings finish, Steven pushes away from the desk and spins on his chair in a slow circle. 
Eleven messages. Nine of them automated ghosts, old station identification loops, emergency broadcasts and such. One of them was a fifteen-second ad for a wacky morning show. 
Steven felt as if he was sitting in front of a Ouija board, intercepting signals from the past. 
The other two messages were from Ellen Cushman of Temerity, Massachusetts. Their contents were the same as before. 
 
Hi. This is W9GFO, come back. Uh, anybody who is -- anybody who might still be alive, I hope this comes through. My name is Ellen Cushman. I'm broadcasting on band 17 from a shelter in Temerity. My family is dead. I have spoken to one other person on the CB, but I haven't heard from them in nearly two weeks now. If there are other survivors, I hope you are safe and well. I hope you have supplies. If you are able to get to me, I can help. This shelter is in the second lot on the north side of what used to be Grant Street. The street is mostly gone, so look for an overturned rail car. It's about thirty yards north of the shelter entrance. There's even a bell here. Ring it. Please come. I want to help.
 
The message had looped to fill the two-hour recording window on both occasions. 
Steven suddenly remembers that Stacy had been sending his own message to Ellen Cushman, and was to alert him when there was a response. That he has since recorded Ms. Cushman's original message on two new occasions, and the contents have not changed, suggests that Ms. Cushman's message has outlived her. 
Ghosts, indeed.
But there is another possibility, he thinks. 
Perhaps Ms. Cushman never received his message. 
Perhaps she is alive, and still hoping blindly for some contact from survivors. 
Steven can't remember the message he had instructed Stacy to send, so he paws through the records looking for it. 
But there are no outgoing messages. 
Not a single one. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
The children are asleep in the nest, and Charlotte is cuddled up with them, simulating sleep, when Steven storms into the panic room several levels above them. 
He mutters to himself, over and over. 
Goddamn bitch A.I., he says. Fucking bitch. 
The panic room is stuffy, he notices. In fact, almost everything is stuffy since he deactivated Stacy. He begrudges her the loss of his comfort. If he were to reactivate her, he would disable the personality extensions that he had so proudly created for her. He would erase her name, and simply refer to her as Computer. 
But he didn't want to think about it now. 
The holomap is inactive, which is strange, because he thought he had left it activated during his last visit to the panic room. That visit had given the room cause to live up to its name, as Steven had run into the room in a state of confusion. He had come straight from Rama. Maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him, or maybe he was losing his mind, but he had seen movement, human movement, in the forest there. 
He had run straight to the panic room and thrown open the holomap and flung it wildly about, stretching and zooming and panning, searching frantically for any signs that other living things were anywhere in the space station. And he had come up empty. The only beacon visible was his own yellow dot, pulsing to show his current location, its data readout suggesting that his blood pressure was elevated. 
Damn right it was, he remembers. 
He opens the holomap again, just to be certain, and scans through each level carefully, looking for any stray beacon he may have missed. But there is nothing. 
Steven closes the map and rubs his eyes. 
Maybe he's going crazy, he thinks. Maybe what he saw wasn't really there. 
Or worse, what if what he saw were ghosts? 
Ghosts of the humanity he has destroyed for his own selfish hobby. 
No, he says aloud. I don't believe in ghosts. 
But as he rides the elevator to level one, he wonders. If there are such things as spirits or souls, then the extinction of an entire race of creatures would be the sort of event sure to leave a few of those souls rattling around, disturbed and possibly angry. 
Too many movies, he mutters, and the floor stops ascending. 
 
•   •   •
 
W9GFO, come back. W9GFO, do you copy? 
Steven releases the button on the handset. The short-wave radio hisses lightly, as if the world outside is empty. 
He repeats himself and adds, This is K1LRR, come back. 
The static continues. 
This is K1LLR, W9GFO come back. 
This is W9GFO, a breathless voice says. Children, is that you? 
 



 
The Plan
 
Lately Henry carries a gun and wears a bandolier, both pilfered from the armory level.  
You seem older, Clarissa says to him one morning when they wake. 
What do you mean? he asks.
Charlotte sits quietly, listening. 
Clarissa pulls the blanket more tightly around her as Henry turns on the lantern that hangs over their heads. The nest feels like a very rigid tent, and for a moment, the children might almost get away with pretending they were only sleeping in a tree fort while their parents stayed up late, sharing drinks and playing poker as the sun fell behind the trees. 
You've got a gun, for one thing, she says, poking at the hard metal block at Henry's hip. You look like a cowboy. 
I don't feel like one, he says. I feel like a kid whose family went on vacation and never came home. 
I'm sorry, Clarissa says. 
But I do feel different, Henry says. If Mr. Glass came through that door down there right now, I think I would be able to shoot him. And I don't think I would feel bad about it. 
I felt worse for the dead birds, Clarissa says. If I saw Mr. Glass, I would scratch his eyes right out. And then I would stomp on his face with my shoes. 
Stacy, deep inside of Charlotte's body, carefully assembles the makings of a plan. There is little reason to stay in the complex now, so long as Mr. Glass is still here, allowing it to fall apart. Her options each revolve around a single core goal: to remove Mr. Glass from the equation. She filters the options for violence, for risk of detection, for risk of injury or death, and narrows the possibilities down to a single, testable scenario. 
Henry says, I would carry him to the top of the elevator, then throw him down the elevator pit. 
I would drown him in his fake ocean until he was real-dead, Clarissa says.
Children, Stacy says through Charlotte's mouth. We should discuss the plan that I have been working on. It relies heavily on your ability to handle the very things you are discussing now. 
Wait, Clarissa says. Like what?
Like performing an act of murder, Stacy says. 
Henry considers this. What do we have to do? 
 
 
•   •   •
 
While the children and Stacy plot his death, Mr. Glass sits in front of the short-wave radio, talking with Ms. Ellen Cushman. 
So you're not the only survivor? he asks. 
Ellen says, I thought I was. You're the fourth person I've spoken with. 
Four! Steven says. Goodness. 
He has unconsciously adopted the manner of Ellen's own speech, which is quite polite, almost deferential. He forms a picture of her in his head. Ellen Cushman is probably in her early fifties, with hair not quite gray. She is old enough to know of things like parlors and sitting rooms and bridge parties. She seems practical, and probably carefully measures her own supplies to preserve them for as long as possible. 
Crossword puzzles, he thinks. She probably does a lot of crossword puzzles. 
He is grateful for his own hobbies, suddenly. For his gaming equipment, and the history he is writing, and his swimming pool and his Rama. He vows abruptly to set right the problems with the space station, and immediately. He thinks of Ellen Cushman in her small shelter, probably no larger than a small bedroom, and is ashamed to have mistreated his luxurious complex so.
Who were they? he asks. 
Well, the first were the children I mentioned, Ellen says. Lovely, poor things. They were in a shelter somewhere, too. They didn't say if they were with family or not, but I got the terrible notion that they were alone. Alone, and all of twelve years old each. 
That's awful, he says. What part of the country were they from? I can't imagine your radio or mine has very much range. 
Oh, they say these radios can hear as far away as Florida on a good day, Ellen says. But I don't imagine it's much of a good day up there. 
I wouldn't imagine, either, Steven says. 
But these children weren't so far off, just a hundred miles or so. My poor husband, god rest his soul, was from their town, that's why I remember it. 
Oh? 
Yes. Bonns Harbor, it was. 
Steven sits up a little straighter. Imagine that, he says. Bonns Harbor. 
That's right. Do you know it? 
Very well, Steven says. 
 
•   •   •
 
This sounds too easy, Clarissa says.
It kind of does, Henry says. 
A simple plan is the best plan of all, Stacy says. Too many details would add complexity and risk. 
It's not what I would have expected, Henry says. 
It's not what Mr. Glass will expect, either, Stacy says. Quite frankly, there is an awful lot that must be done very quickly to put the space station back into top working order. It cannot be done while he wanders about. You children must live, for there is little hope for mankind if you do not. Mr. Glass complicates that goal, and so we must remove him from the scenario.
When are we supposed to do this? Clarissa asks.
Henry rubs the butt of his pistol unconsciously.
Six functions of this station are approaching critical status, Stacy says. We should carry out the plan now, so we can solve those problems as soon as possible. 
This sounds so... Clarissa trails off.
So what? Henry asks. 
I don't know, she says. So heartless. Like we're planning to kill someone just so we can push a few buttons more easily.
That's exactly what we're doing, Stacy says. 
Even if he wasn't responsible for killing my family, and yours, and every other person on Earth, Henry says, he's still mentally fucko. How many space movies have you seen? 
I saw that old movie Wall-E, Clarissa says. I don't really like space movies. 
Every space movie has a nutjob on the space ship, Henry says. And until you kill the nutjob, everybody's in danger. 
Stacy says, In some of those movies, the mentally unbalanced person is the android character.
Both children turn and look at Charlotte, who sits with a placid smile on her face. 
 
•   •   •
 
The third person was a very scared woman, says Ellen Cushman. I felt so badly for her. She had just miscarried a child only a few days before the attacks, and her husband was on business in Chicago when both things happened. She sounded so alone, and so despondent. I worry for her survival. 
That poor dear, Steven says, and for a moment, he almost seems to mean it. 
And now there's you, Ellen says. I was so surprised to hear your voice. You're the first man I've heard from.
I'm sure there are more people out there who would be so comforted to hear from you, Steven says. 
Oh, I do hope so, Ellen says. I feel fortunate to be where I am. My neighbor's grandfather built this shelter during the second world war. It's well-kept and warm enough, and there's room for others. That's why I've given directions to people. 
Don't you worry about --
About undesirables? Honey, says Ellen, I can't bother myself with those worries now. There can't be very many of us left, not after all that. Anybody who can find my door deserves to be let in. 
But what if they're dangerous? Steven asks. 
Well, if they are, I'd rather die having expected the best of someone than having condemned them with my prejudices, Ellen says. 
You're a good woman, Steven says. I confess I'm afraid to open my door to anyone. 
Oh, says Ellen. Have you had visitors? Are there survivors in your area?
Other than the children you mentioned, I don't suppose so. I mean, I haven't had any contact with anyone but you. Your message was a godsend.
You're in Bonns Harbor as well? Ellen asks. 
Close enough to it, Steven lies. 
How close to the explosions were you? Ellen says. Did you have much time? 
I was very lucky, Steven says. I was sweeping out my shelter when it happened. I'm afraid that I wasn't able to save anybody else.
Did you have family? Ellen asks. 
Steven falters a little. I -- no. No family.
I envy you, she says. I don't mean that cruelly, please don't misunderstand. But if you were alone -- well, being alone now, with all of this, it must be a little easier. I keep thinking of those children. Their parents, their schools, all of their friends, just... gone. 
I know what you mean, he says. I suppose it isn't easy for anybody.
Ellen pauses. Can I ask you something? You sound like an intelligent man.
I suppose you can.
She exhales into her handset. Do you think we have a fighting chance? Are we -- do you think we're done for? I haven't let myself think much about the future, but I think my brain keeps asking the question in my dreams so I won't forget to someday.
Steven looks around the enormous room, taking in the armored vehicles, the stockpiles of ammunition and guns, the lockers of food and medical supplies. 
I have to hope that we're not finished yet, he says finally. 
Ellen sighs. I do hope you're right, Mister --
Steven, he says. Call me Steven. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
I've never killed anybody, Clarissa says. 
The children follow Charlotte through the secret passageway towards the panic room. The light walls are dimmer here, and several panels flicker ominously. The odd panel here and there are completely dark. 
I haven't either, Henry says. Did you think I had? 
Well, no, she replies. But you've at least played guns before, right? Have you ever shot a real one? 
My parents don't like guns, Henry says. But my grandpapa has a ranch -- had a ranch -- in east Texas, and they let me visit him there two summers back. I guess they knew he wasn't going to have many years left. He died after I came home. I hope I didn't waste his last time. 
You didn't, Clarissa says. He probably had the best time with you ever.
Henry smiles. Well, he had a bunch of guns. And he picked out one just for me, and he told me that even though I couldn't take it home, it was mine any time I came to visit. It was just a little shotgun. I think it was called a .410. I don't really know what that means, but it was kind of a rinky-dink shotgun. Not like in the movies when someone has a shotgun and it's like a cannon. Anyway, I shot it a bunch of times. Mostly at squirrels.
Did you kill any? Clarissa asks.
Henry hesitates. I wasn't a very good shot. 
Oh, great, she says. 
Hey, I thought you were all animal-rights activist. I thought you'd be glad I missed the damn squirrels. 
Well, not now I'm not! she exclaims. Right now I wish you were some crazy bloodthirsty redneck hunter kid! I wish you were wearing a big scary knife on your belt and that you had a headband and black marks under your eyes!
Shhh, Stacy says. We're almost there. 
Charlotte climbs the staircase ahead of them. 
At the top, Henry says, Hold up. 
They wait. He pulls off his T-shirt.
What are you doing? Clarissa says. 
Henry grabs the shirt on either side of the left shoulder seam and pulls as hard as he can. With a ripping sound, the sleeve tears away. He repeats this for the right shoulder, and pulls the shirt back on, now sleeveless. 
What the -- Clarissa starts.
Henry tears the two sleeves in half, which is much harder than it should be, he thinks, then knots them together into one long strip. He lifts the strip to his forehead, then ties it off behind his head. 
Better? he asks. 
Clarissa's eyes well up. Better, she says. 
Well, don't cry, he says. 
But aren't you nervous? Aren't you scared? Isn't this supposed to make you a man? Couldn't it go wrong in like two hundred ways? she asks. 
Henry opens his mouth, but Stacy interrupts.
Henry is already a man, she says. 
Then she opens the door to the panic room.  
 



 
The Murder
 
The panic room is mostly untouched by the outages and failures that have begun to plague the rest of the station. Henry notices that it's a little muggy in the room, but the lights are bright, the electronics all seem to be working, the holomap is working, and --
The map, he says, pointing. We turned it off when we left. 
Shit, shit shit shit, Clarissa says. He's here, oh god, he's --
He's not here, Stacy says through Charlotte's lips. Look. 
She's right, Henry says, looking beyond the map. 
The hydraulics that power the armory elevator are fully extended, like a huge, oily, metal stalactite that has oozed all the way to the floor. 
He's up there, Clarissa says quietly. 
Yes, Stacy says. 
I kind of thought we'd figure out where he was, like in his library or someplace, and have to plan all these crazy details for how to get to him, Clarissa says. But he's just up there. 
They cross the room, passing the holomap. Mr. Glass's beacon has vanished from the floating blueprints. As they walk by, Clarissa drags her fingers through the virtual map. It spins in a big, lazy circle, the particles reforming the lines that her fingers have interrupted. 
Henry, Stacy says.
I'm ready, Henry says, touching the gun on his hip. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Clarissa has fallen asleep on Henry's knees. Charlotte sits beside him. They are hidden behind the kitchen cabinets, waiting for their mark. 
Stacy, Henry says. 
Charlotte looks at him. What is it, Henry? 
That story I told Clarissa about my grandpapa, he says. It was only sort of true. My grandpapa had a lot of guns, but he never let me shoot them either. I think I was just a bother to him that summer. He was pretty sick, and didn't have much time for me. 
Sometimes a lie is more courageous than the truth, Stacy says. 
Charlotte pats his shoulder. 
What if I miss? Henry asks. What if I can't pull the trigger? That room up there is full of bigger guns than the one I took. What if he has one? 
Stacy says, Mr. Glass has no reason to carry a gun. For all he knows, he is the only occupant of this facility. 
Henry looks guilty. I think he saw us. 
Stacy regards Henry quietly. When? 
It was the day that he killed you, Henry says. When you told us to hide in Rama. He came in there and almost caught us in the open. But we hid in the grass. 
Did he see you then? 
No, Henry says. It was later. He seemed distracted. He was acting -- I don't know, almost like an animal. You know how animals have, like, power displays? Like when a gorilla beats his chest at you, or when a couple of deer fight with their antlers? 
I understand the concept, Stacy says.
He was behaving like that. He was like a dog marking his territory, except in more ways than one. 
When did he see you? 
He was kind of close to us, so we crawled towards the trees. He was kind of busy with other things then, so we ran for it. But I looked back, and I saw him kind of flinch and then run towards the elevator door. I think he saw us. Does he know we're here? 
It's possible, Stacy says. 
But our little dots weren't on that map. 
I fail-safed that protocol after the day Mr. Glass took me offline, when he almost caught you right here in this room, Stacy says. Disabling me would not reactivate your beacons. But if he physically observed you, then it may not matter if you don't appear on the map. 
Do you think he knows we're coming after him? 
I do not believe he thinks quite like that, Stacy says. 
But he could be armed, Henry says. 
Yes, Stacy replies. He could be. If he is, you must strike first. 
I'm scared, Henry says. 
I understand the concept, Stacy says. Fear can motivate as well. 
You don't think he knows we're here? 
The only way he could detect you, short of walking into a room and witnessing your presence, would be to engage the facility's motion sensors, Stacy says. The holomap serves far many more purposes than simply displaying a person's biorhythmic signature and location. It can also be used to detect motion on any level. It doesn't appear he has engaged this. I conclude that you are, for the moment, undetected. 
Henry exhales in relief. I'm still scared. 
You asked what would happen if you could not pull the trigger, Stacy says. 
Yeah, Henry says worriedly.
You are aware that I have spent many hours studying recorded media? 
Huh? Henry says. I don't --
Mr. Glass accurately referred to me as an actor once, Stacy says. When he programmed me, he gave me certain protocols and responsibilities. He desired an A.I. who would be as human-like as possible, as he expected to pass many years in that A.I.'s company. To that end, I have aggregated the sum of human recorded media -- news broadcasts, films, lectures, musical performances, televised content, written documents -- and become familiar with the manner in which humans confront certain scenarios. 
Henry says nothing, waiting. 
Understanding these things allows me to form a passably human persona, Stacy says. A sort of character by which I can state opinions that a computer cannot hold, or express bias or pass judgment on various topics. This is the reason I am able to tell a joke, or take a political position. 
Okay, Henry says. 
All of that leads me to say this, Stacy says. When you see Mr. Glass's face, picture the face of your father, and your mother, and your sister. Focus on the things that have been taken from you. Remember the pain of that loss, the unfairness of it. And if that is not enough to drive you to action, then multiply it for the losses of every child who lived and died, every family torn apart, every innocent friend and pet who --
I get it, Henry interrupts. I can do it. 
Okay, Stacy says. With Charlotte's hand, she takes Henry's. That's good.
You know, says Henry, you're scary good at that. 
I've put in the time, Stacy says. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Charlotte shakes Henry awake. 
It's time, Stacy says. 
Henry starts awake. He's a little disoriented, a little stiff from the nap. Clarissa is heavy on his knees. 
Calm, Stacy says. Charlotte's hand presses to Henry's face. Calm.
Clarissa wakes up then. What's going --
She goes quiet then, hearing the low hum of the hydraulic lift in motion.
Henry turns on his knees and peers over the counter top. The large segment of floor is slowly descending, the hydraulic pillar telescoping shut beneath it. 
Breathe, and draw your bead confidently, Stacy says to Henry. 
Clarissa peers over the counter beside him. 
Move away from me, he whispers, and both Charlotte and Clarissa slide back to give him room. 
But the angle is terrible, and will only improve when Mr. Glass has almost reached the panic room floor. Henry doesn't want to give him the chance to rush in or run away, so he changes his position. He gets up and walks, pistol extended, to the edge of the kitchen. From here, he can see Mr. Glass, strangely small, standing at the north end of the platform. 
Henry aims the pistol, sighting down his arms and trying to center the gunsight on Mr. Glass's torso. He's trying his best to control his body's desire to shake, and doing an okay job at it. 
Mr. Glass is looking down at something in his hands when Henry pulls the trigger. 
Nothing happens. 
Henry nearly panics. 
The safety, Stacy says from behind him. Check the safety, Henry.
He does, and switches it off. 
The elevator continues to descend. 
Henry levels the pistol at Mr. Glass again. The man is still distracted by something he's holding, and doesn't yet see Henry. 
Henry pulls the trigger. 
The sound is deafening, and echoes like a thunderclap from one end of the panic room to the other and back again. The recoil stuns Henry, whose arms leap into the air, nearly overturning him. 
Clarissa screams. 
The bullet is off the mark, but it serves its purpose. 
In the fury of the moment -- the echo, the scream, the shock of other voices -- Mr. Glass jumps and throws himself to the side. He sees Henry, loses his balance, and to everyone's surprise, he lurches over the side of the elevator and drops like a boulder. 
Clarissa screams again. 
Henry runs forward, the gun hot in his hands. 
Charlotte stands up and follows. 
Mr. Glass is lying in a heap, his legs dangling over the edge of the floor and into the gap the elevator has left. He groans and swipes at his back. There's no blood -- Henry's shot clearly missed -- but there's something very wrong with the way the man's body is put together. 
Henry drops to his knees near Mr. Glass. 
Mr. Glass's torso seems almost broken, as if someone has grasped his shoulders and unscrewed him several turns. His arms are moving, scrabbling on the floor, fingers opening and closing like crab claws. 
My legs, he utters. Oh god. 
He sees Henry then, and then Charlotte comes into view, and in the blurry distance, he notices Clarissa. 
Not ghosts, he says, the lilt of a question in his words. 
Henry looks back at Charlotte. 
Stacy says, If they are ghosts, you made them that way. 
Stacy, Mr. Glass chokes. Stop it.
Stop what? she asks. 
Stop it, stop the stop the stop it please, he says, and then they all realize what he is talking about, because the elevator has reached the floor, and it grinds into place, Mr. Glass's legs crushed beneath the mechanism. 
His eyes flutter and dart, and his hands seize at the floor, and he opens his mouth and dies that way. 
The man who ended the world enters into that same history. 
The children upon whom the future rests stand nearby and watch the strength in his joints give, and his body settles into an almost comical position, a sort of hey, what's up there statement read in his angle of repose. 
Stacy says, That took more time than I expected. Children, we must replace that fuel cell before--
The power goes out, drenching the room in darkness. 
Clarissa's scream seems endless. 
 



 
The Future
 
Restarting the power was easy. 
Cleaning up the gory mess of Mr. Glass himself was more difficult, and Charlotte spared both of the children the obligation. Neither child asked what she did with the remains, though both thought back to the moment she explained how the solid oxide fuel cell system ran on a variety of sources, including the physical waste generated by a facility of this size. 
For two weeks, the children are employees of the space station, following Charlotte around and assisting her with the repair of the atmosphere generators on level two, the electrical fire on level three, replacing the broken light panels in the library, and a thousand other small things that have gone wrong during Mr. Glass's tenure as sole administrator of the complex. 
When the day comes to reactivate Stacy as the facility's A.I., Charlotte releases the children to get some sleep. Henry and Clarissa stretch out on the large, soft couches on level four, in Mr. Glass's living quarters. Charlotte takes a seat at the desk and is there for eleven straight hours, rewriting entire swaths of code. 
The children sleep for that long, and an hour more, and awake to the warm glow of Stacy's avatar on the ceiling above them, shining almost like the sun. The room is bathed in a soft yellow glow, like daybreak.
Good morning, children, Stacy says. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Over a hot breakfast, Henry says, I'm glad he's gone. 
Me, too, Clarissa says. But I still have bad dreams about it. 
Dreams will pass, Stacy says. 
Charlotte sits at the dining table with the children, hands folded. 
Stacy, Henry says. I'm kind of weirded out by this. 
By what? Stacy says, her avatar bobbing on the wall beside the table. 
Well, by Charlotte just hanging out here like this, Henry says. 
It is kind of weirdy, Clarissa says. 
It's like, we got used to you being real, Henry says. Well, almost real. And now -- well, it's kind of like how my grandma was after she had a stroke. She just kind of was there, but she wasn't there at all. 
Charlotte sits at the table, expressionless. 
We kind of liked it better when you were Charlotte, Clarissa says. Now it's kind of like you're the ghost of Charlotte, but your body still follows us around. 
I understand, Stacy says. You'd prefer if I communicated with you only through the artificial body? Through Charlotte? 
We're kind of like family now, Clarissa says. I'd like it that way. 
Me, too, Henry says. 
Charlotte smiles at the children. Then I shall, she says. However, perhaps you could also help me with something? 
What? Clarissa asks.
Mr. Glass named me after his childhood love, and this body is designed to look like an actress he preferred, Stacy says. 
You'd like a new name, Clarissa says. How fun!
How about Cinderella? Henry asks, laughing.
Be serious! Clarissa says, elbowing him. She turns back to Charlotte. I've always liked the name Josephine.
Ugh, Henry says. Clarabelle!
God, Henry. You're such a boy. 
While I reactivated myself, I improved Mr. Glass's personality protocols significantly, Stacy says. It's the equivalent of you being able to tinker with your own brain to improve your mathematics ability, or your artistic ability. I've given myself more aptitude for passion. It's still algorithmic, but it's a very sophisticated algorithm. 
So now you can love things? 
I can approximate love to a very near degree, Stacy says. I cannot love, but I can project love. To that end, I have a name in mind, and perhaps you can tell me if it is appropriate? 
Clarissa giggles. I can't wait! 
I bet it's Maude, Henry says. 
Shut up, Henry. 
Stacy says, I am partial to the name Marie. 
It's beautiful, Clarissa says. 
Henry says, What's it for? 
There was a talented and accomplished physicist once by the name of Marie, says Stacy. I admire her. 
Marie, says Clarissa. I like it. 
Henry nods. Me, too. 
 
 
•   •   •
 
Time passes, and the children settle into a comfortable new routine. Deep inside the shell of a ruined world, they dress and eat practical but delicious meals and methodically explore Mr. Glass's archive of world media. They swim in the pool and play racquetball in Mr. Glass's personal court and sleep twelve hours every day.
It's easy enough to forget about the events of the past few months, and even about the destroyed Earth above.  
Children, Marie says one day. There's something I'd like to discuss with you. In fact, two things. 
Pause, Clarissa says, and the game halts. 
What is it, St-- Marie? Henry asks. Man, I still can't get used to that. 
Marie folds her hands and sits beside the children. Now that I consider it, there are three things. The first is about the communications system here. I've told you about it only briefly before, but the system tracks and records communications that it detects from the surface. It has been operating for some time now without being checked, and today I reviewed its findings in detail. 
Clarissa says, What did it say? 
The system has picked up four new communications sources, Marie says. Generally it also records what I call 'ancients' -- communications that are not created by a human, but that are automatically broadcast by systems that are still in place now. Things like emergency warning systems. 
But these four aren't like that? Henry asks. 
They are in fact unique messages broadcast by other surviving people, Marie says. 
Other real people? Clarissa asks. What did they say? 
Most are broadcasts from people who managed to get below ground before the attacks, Marie answers. Their contents are generally about other survivors, and trying to band together for support. Most of these people are not successfully communicating with each other, but are sending their messages into a sort of void. They seem to be hoping for the best. 
They're like that woman, Henry says. The one we talked to.
Ellen! Clarissa remembers. 
Marie agrees. They're very much like Ellen. I'd like to respond to these communications. 
Are they nice people? Clarissa asks. Like Ellen? 
I think that's subjective, Marie says, and likely secondary to the responsibility that all survivors have to keep the species alive. Banding together may be the only hope for survival. This is a common subject of post-warfare storytelling. And it's a fair lead-in to my second topic.
Which is what? Henry asks. 
Community, Marie says. Most of these people are likely surviving in very small shelters, with limited food and supplies. 
She's right, Clarissa says. I kind of feel bad playing video games while they're probably cooped up and scared to death. 
This facility has enough space, supplies and energy to support a total of eighty-five people for a duration of one decade, Marie says. 
You've found eighty-five people? Henry asks, dumbfounded.
Not yet, Marie says. At the moment it seems like the number of survivors within our sphere of influence -- which is far smaller than you might imagine -- may be fewer than ten. But if there are ten whom we can affect, then reason suggests there may still be thousands of people alive on the surface. Their longevity and endurance is a great question, and they may be, for all practical purposes, dead already. However, we can affect a few lives, and that's important, because right now the future of the race depends on recruitment and -- procreation. 
Babies, Clarissa says. Everyone has to have lots of babies.
But wait, who delivers them? Henry says. Babies aren't born easy. 
There are ample medical supplies, and I can provide direction to anyone interested in handling a delivery, Marie says. Which leads me to my third point of discussion. 
Clarissa and me are too young to have babies, Henry says.
Henry! Clarissa says. Ew. 
Hey, maybe one day, he says. 
Gross, Henry. What's the third point, Marie? 
My third point is that you're both subsisting on video games and chocolate cake, so to speak, Marie says. You require someone of authority who can provide you with the care necessary to develop you into healthy, well-rounded adults. I'm afraid at the end of the day I'm still a computer, and I still take orders from humans, which means you can --
Walk all over you, Henry finishes. 
Yes, Marie says. 
So we have to hire our own fake parents? Clarissa says. I don't know. I feel like a grown-up already. And if there are only ten people out there -- that's not much to choose from. They might be horrible parents.
Of the survivors I'm directly aware of, Marie says, there is one who seems quite suited to the task. We've talked quite a bit while the two of you have been playing your games. 
 
•   •   •
 
I don't think I can drive this, Henry says. 
He and Clarissa are standing in front of one of Mr. Glass's all-terrain assault vehicles. They're dwarfed by its heavy-tread tires. The headlights loom above them, protected behind steel grates. The vehicle is coated with thick plates of armor, and painted like a vintage war plane, with a wide red mouth and sharp white teeth emblazoned on the fenders. 
This thing is gross, Clarissa says. 
It's equipped for unpredictable and off-road travel, Marie says. It can also seat sixteen people with cargo room to spare. It has mounted weaponry for protection, and carries enough biohazard suits for all sixteen passengers. It's the most appropriate vehicle of the lot. 
Marie points at a flame-orange muscle car with an exposed, angry engine block and oversized rear tires. Unless you'd rather drive in that, she says.
They're all gross, Clarissa says.
We'll make do for the time being, Marie says. I'm capable of navigating this vehicle, and Henry, eventually you'll learn to pilot it. For now, collect weapons and food stores. In the event that something goes wrong, I want you children to be provided for. 
Can we hear the communications? Clarissa asks. 
As they load the vehicle, Marie plays the survivor messages for them. 
Ellen's first, Clarissa says. 
 
Hi. This is W9GFO, come back. Uh, anybody who is -- anybody who might still be alive, I hope this comes through. My name is Ellen Cushman. I'm broadcasting on band 17 from a shelter in Temerity. My family is dead. I have spoken to one other person on the CB, but I haven't heard from them in nearly two weeks now. If there are other survivors, I hope you are safe and well. I hope you have supplies. If you are able to get to me, I can help. This shelter is in the second lot on the north side of what used to be Grant Street. The street is mostly gone, so look for an overturned rail car. It's about thirty yards north of the shelter entrance. There's even a bell here. Ring it. Please come. I want to help.
 
Then Marie plays the new messages.
 
Is anybody there? I'm Jacob Hiller, and my wife and daughter and I weren't killed in the blast. We're hoping there's someone else alive. We're in a storm shelter and we have a little food, but not enough for more than a few more weeks. We need help, and we can help in return. Please, anyone. Is there anyone there?
 
This is day four hundred and, oh, I dunno, twenty, maybe? I keep sending out these staticky carrier pigeon messages but nobody ever sends my pigeons back. But alright, whatever, for what it's worth, I'm Harris Samnee, and I have lots of food but no company. I'm in Three Corners, and I play a mean game of chess.
 
Hello? This seems like a waste of time, but I have to keep trying. My sister and I are survivors, and if anybody else made it, please talk to us. We're kind of going batshit insane down here. We don't even know if it's safe to go out, or if the rest of the world is still there. Hello? 
 
CQ. CQ. This is P6TVN. I guess I'm one of the last ones now. If anybody reads this, respond. Alright, maybe next time. Over.
 
Marie loops the messages until the vehicle is packed. 
Come on, children, she says, holding the door for them. 
 
•   •   •
 
The vehicle idles at the base of a long ramp. 
Mr. Glass did one thing right, Marie says. The exit provides adequate containment opportunities. 
Behind the vehicle, a lumbering steel door churns shut, closing up the armory. Ahead of the vehicle, another steel door rises slowly, revealing a long, paved ascent. 
Marie shifts into drive, and the vehicle thrums forward. 
I feel like we're about to drive out onto the surface of Mars, Henry says. This feels like a space car. 
Like a rover, Clarissa says. I feel that, too. 
I hope you've both prepared yourself for what the surface will look like, Marie says. Mars may not be too drastic a comparison. 
The children both nod silently. 
The second gate halts, and Marie drives the vehicle through. The gate begins to drop behind them. The road angles upward, and the children hold fast to each other and the seats. 
Far ahead, the third and final gate rises, a tiny sliver of gray light that grows taller and taller. The ascent is a slow one, the tunnel just wide enough for the vehicle to pass if steered carefully. 
I'm nervous, Clarissa says. 
Me, too, Henry says. 
I understand the concept, Marie says. 
She downshifts to handle the climb, and the distant gate draws nearer, and stands fully open. The vehicle rumbles and groans, and the children zip up their protective suits. They breathe through elaborate gas masks. 
Clarissa takes Henry's hand. 
The vehicle approaches the mouth of the tunnel, then passes through. Its tires grip raw earth, and the children stare through the windows as the vehicle emerges from the disguised tunnel. 
The land for miles around is scarred. Buildings have been flattened, crushed and mortared into dust. The sky above is a dismal, unhappy brown, striped with silt and decay. 
It's worse than Mars, Henry says. There's nothing left. 
There are people left, Clarissa says. There's Ellen. And a funny old man who plays chess. 
Henry smiles grimly. Everything's going to be okay? 
Children, everything is going to be just fine. 
It's a whole big world out there, Clarissa says. 
Henry looks at her strangely. 
Well, it is, she insists. 
I guess. 
Marie leans forward and taps the dashboard glass. Oh, my, she says.
What is it? Henry asks, alarmed.
We seem to be out of gas, Marie says.
What? Clarissa says. 
Marie smiles. A joke, she says.
Clarissa frowns. That's the worst joke ever.
Henry turns to the window and rests his head against the glass. The stripped landscape scrolls by slowly, trees like scorched matchsticks jutting up at the murky sky. He thinks of his family. 
Clarissa rests her head on his shoulder, and he puts his arm around her. They are the two oldest children who have ever lived.
Marie says, Ellen is expecting us.
Henry nods. 
Clarissa drifts into sleep on his shoulder.
The world begins again, as it is known to do.
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GAMELAND – Book 1 by Saul Tanpepper

 
Foreword
 
Recently, after an exhausting weekend with fans of the apocalyptic genre in SoCal, I found myself on the mind-numbingly lonely stretch of I-5. I hadn’t realized until after the sun had set that I’d forgotten to switch on my headlights. Daylight fades so stealthily that it is easy not to notice its absence.
Much of my writing reflects upon this gentle descent into darkness. My stories often focus on the twilight of nearer possibilities, straddling the terminator between tomorrow’s light and next week’s shadows. They deal with issues pertinent to us in the moment, rather than with the remote possibilities of some distant future. This isn’t for lack of creative vision (decades spent in entrepreneurial toil have sensitized me to recognize technological trajectories), but rather stems from a keen awareness that humanity has already begun that long slog into night. There exists sufficient enough real fodder in the present-day world to occupy our nightmares.
In the dystopia of my GAMELAND series, I likewise dispense with vast intellectual leaps. The technical means to achieve the horrors inscribed therein are within our grasp. Our worst social behaviors, especially our proclivities toward mindless entertainment, self-isolation, and mutual destruction, are well-entrenched. We have become, for better or worse, inured to the extant evils, whether political, economic, or otherwise. And the fate of the natural world dangles over us from a silken wire like some persistent, yet stubbornly ignored, Damocles Sword. But if GAMELAND could be characterized as social commentary, then it is also a clarion call to action. The future casts its umbra backward upon the present. We must shine our headlights into the darkness creeping over us, or else we risk being consumed by it.



Prologue
 
Fifteen years after Golgotha
 
 
It wasn’t Reggie’s idea to break into Gameland, not initially, though of course he took all the credit. He liked being the go-to guy whenever it was something the five of us could all get behind. He was funny that way—a big brute of a kid with all kinds of brains and good looks and a huge gaping insecurity complex that needed constant attention. But whenever something turned out to be not so good after all, he was usually the first to distance himself from it, claiming he always knew it was a bad idea, right from the beginning. That’s just the way he was.
He had a way of picking the bad ideas, which is why we should’ve just said no.
We were in Micah’s basement. He and Kelly were team-playing Zpocalypto, which is supposed to be something like The Game. Except it turned out to be nothing like it at all. First of all, it was nowhere near as real. There’s no VR and the action’s totally lame. Plus, the holographics are just so-so. You don’t get a good feel for what it’s like to be in the actual Gameland, fighting actual zombies, trying not to get eaten. Now I know.
I also know this: Not even those lucky rich pricks have any idea what it’s like, the ones who are connected enough to pay for a state-of-the-art cybernetic setup and a Player, plus weasel the necessary invite into The Game. Arc Entertainment didn’t just let anyone play. They only wanted the best.
Like us.
Reg and I were bookending the couch. Ashley was sprawled out between us, her feet on his lap and her head on mine. She was drinking a Red Bull through a straw, the can wedged between two cushions to keep it upright. Reg had chugged his and had tossed the empty at the old milk crate in the corner. He missed, of course, and blamed it on the lighting, which admittedly was piss-poor. Micah’s HG setup was old and glitchy, so he had to keep the lights dimmed.
Reg was antsy. He was always antsy, but probably more so then because of the caffeine. He kept asking us if we were finished with our drinks. I’m sure he thought the first miss was just a fluke and wanted to redeem himself. That’s how self-deluded he could be. But I’d barely even touched my RB. I like the taste of it, but the stuff gives me a headache if I drink it too quickly. And Ash was purposefully nursing hers just to be a pissant.
I was messing with her coppery hair, twining it between my fingers, trying to straighten the curls and watching them spring back. For some reason it struck me as comical and I kept giggling, even though I wasn’t even the slightest bit drunk or stoned. Not like Micah. He was the druggie in the group.
The rest of us got our highs playing games or hacking them. That was our escape from the misfortune of being born into families that couldn’t afford to buy a decent entertainment system. My family was once so lucky, but after my dad died and Grandpa was fired from his prestigious command post in the Marines, that all went away. Of course, that all happened fifteen or so years ago, so as far as I could remember we’d always been as poor and out-of-the-loop as anyone else in that room.
I caught Reg glancing over at us—probably envisioning me and Ash acting out one of his perverted girl-on-girl fantasies. I obliged him. Sort of. I reached over and pinched Ash’s nose until she slapped my hand away with an inviting shriek. The movement caused her to dig her heels into Reggie’s crotch, which was precisely what I was going for. I saw him jerk in pain. He tried to hide it, but I saw.
“What’s so funny, Jess?” Ash asked me, gazing up at me with those brilliant green eyes of hers. They were so innocent looking, but I’d always known how manipulative they could be.
“Nothing,” I answered. Then I coughed, trying to hide another snort of laughter.
Reggie groaned out loud. Then, trying to hide his discomfort, he started complaining about how bored he was: “This scene blows, guys,” he whined. “You know what we should do? We should break into Gameland.”
“We already tried, Reg. Remember?” Kelly replied. He was referring to Ash’s and Micah’s attempt to hack The Game a couple weeks earlier. But I sensed that Reggie was talking about something else altogether, something a hell of lot more illegal and a shit-load more dangerous.
I watched as Kel’s and Micah’s zombie hunters searched through a dark warehouse looking for food. I’d never played this level before, but I could guess what was going to happen. There were certain patterns to how Zpocalypto was constructed. Once you recognized them, it was a lot easier to survive and advance to the next level. If my guess was correct, they were about to be jumped by a bunch of the Undead at any moment.
“Not The Game, dweeb,” Reggie barked. “I’m talking about breaking into Long Island itself. We should actually physically go there ourselves.”
Kelly didn’t look up. “Yeah, man. We’ll just hop onto the next transit over there right now.” He exhaled with disgust when a zombie slipped out of a shipping crate and chomped down on his ankle, immediately crippling him. If he didn’t make it back to his antivenin kit within the next few minutes, his character would be dead and return to undo everything he’d accomplished to get this far.
The “antivenin kit” was one of those things that irritated me the most about Zpocalypto. First of all, the bite causes an infection; it’s not a poison, like a snake bite. They should’ve called it an anti-infective. Secondly, in real life, if you’re bitten, there is no cure. What’s the saying? Once bitten, twice dead? That professor who tried fifteen years ago proved that. The one who everyone says killed my father.
“I’m not talking right this minute, brah,” Reggie answered.
“I’m up for it!” Micah said, as he lopped the virtual head off a virtual zombie with a virtual light saber, something the game was obviously not programmed to provide.
Ash raised her head and looked at me in disgust after seeing this. I just shrugged. It didn’t surprise me anymore. Micah was always reprogramming the game in his favor.
“But we should try soon,” he added, throwing the severed head into his virtual backpack. “Like, this weekend.”
“Where’d you get the light saber?” Kelly asked. He sounded jealous.
Micah smiled his shit-eating grin. “I did a little creative recoding yesterday.”
“Cheater.”
“Well…yeah.”
“Why this weekend?” I asked, only because I was curious to see how far the boys were willing to take this conversation. Theorizing something as blatantly illegal as breaking into LI was much more entertaining than watching the boys play a game they’d hacked. It was also more entertaining than seeing how springy Ashley’s hair could be. Or causing Reggie bodily harm and insult.
“Because in two and a half short weeks, our lives are totally going to be over, girl. That’s why.”
Micah was referring to the start of our senior year in high school. Well, Ash would technically be only a junior, but she had enough credits to graduate with the rest of us, and probably would.
Just three more weekends before our last year of incarceration. Nineteen more days of parole before we were all swallowed up in that mess of a penal system that masqueraded as a social welfare program. It was ostensibly there to prepare us for the harsh realities of an even harsher world, but it failed to do so on so many levels that it was almost ridiculous.
As far as the majority of kids my age were concerned, school was just another relic of the past. How was studying mid-sixteenth century literature supposed to help us deal with rising sea levels in the mid-twenty first century? How was knowing the sum of the angles of a triangle going to help us in the event of another outbreak? If it wasn’t for the fact that getting caught skipping school was pretty much a death sentence, signing years of our afterlife away into conscription, we wouldn’t even bother going.
I exhaled, trying to quell the sense of panic and anticipation rising up inside of me. I didn’t like to be reminded of time slipping away, of what awaited us on the other side of August. I reminded myself that I had to suffer only one more year of that institutionalized prison, then I’d be free to do whatever I wanted to do. We all would.
Most of us were planning on skipping college and going straight into one of those high-paying jobs as a coder with ArcWare. Kelly was the only one of us giving college any serious thought. He was always the one who had to be different from the rest of us. That’s what first attracted me to him, his long view, and it’s what I so dearly loved about him.
Out of all the guys I’d ever known, he was the kindest, the most caring. Anyone who knew the Corben family—who knew Kyle, Kelly’s little brother—could see that.
On the outside, Kelly wasn’t much to talk about: brown hair and eyes, an average build, average looks. A girlfriend probably shouldn’t say this about her boyfriend, but he was…forgettable. Nevertheless, he more than made up for it with his earnestness. I’d rather be with a guy who was honest with me than one who was easy on the eyes.
Lately, though, he’d been acting all strange. He was moody, inattentive, distracted. Just once in a while I wished he’d lighten up and relax.
“Wait,” he said. “You’re not serious, are you?” He jerked his body to the left, then twisted it as he tried to get his player to respond faster in the game, but the cheap sensors were low-res and iffy and it made his hunter look more like one of the hunted, all lurchy and uncoordinated. “You mean, like, actually break into Long Island?”
“Dead serious, brah,” Reggie replied. He laughed, probably realizing he’d inadvertently made a funny.
Reggie was Kel’s opposite. In fact, he was pretty much the opposite of any of us. “Big, bald and brash,” Micah always said about him, a stark contrast to his own blond, blue-eyed, befreckled boyish good looks and charm. “A brute with a heart the size of Texas.”
And Micah would certainly know about Texas. He was once a Republic good old boy before his parents defected to Connecticut. He always had a smile on his face and a reputation for never hurting a soul. A living soul, that is. When it came to zombies, on the other hand, he was a stone-cold killer. The Undead rarely stood a chance against him. He was the best game player I’d ever seen. Probably the best hacker, too.
Kelly wasn’t nearly as good as Micah in the gaming department—or me, for that matter—but still a hell of a lot better than most. Better than Reggie, anyway. And while he could hack, he didn’t like doing it. He was too uptight for any of that action, though not enough to not hang out with us.
Yet, as different as the three boys were, they were all brilliant, and they all shared the same passion for gaming. We all did, which is what brought us together in the first place. It’s what kept us together despite the immense differences in our personalities.
“Why would we even want to go to the Wastes?” Kelly asked without looking away. The Wastes were the places that had been decimated over the past thirty years by rising sea levels. Pretty much every coastal city had such areas, variably referred to as the Wastes or Wastelands. They were urban ghost towns, and LI was just one of many. Perfect breeding grounds for outbreaks.
Reggie shrugged. “Uh, no reason, brah, other than to see if we actually can. To say that we did.”
“Sure, why not,” Ashley chimed in. “I’ll try anything once. We haven’t done a damn thing exciting all summer and it’s almost over!”
I wanted to pinch her nose again just for reminding me of that.
The more I thought about it, the more I realized how breaking into Long Island—even just planning something like it—would liven things up, take our minds off of school and the inevitable dreariness of those long winter days ahead, hunched over a desk in sub-zero classrooms, suffering the slings and arrows of outrageous Shakespeare-inflicted misfortune.
This time Ashley didn’t ask why I was giggling.
“Doing something just so you can brag about it isn’t a reason,” Kelly argued.
“Oh, don’t be such a weenie,” Reggie retorted. It was his typical comeback whenever any of us disagreed with something he said. We usually let him get away with it because he was so damn big. That, and he actually relished a good argument.
But Kelly wasn’t giving in so easily. They got into a heated discussion, mostly focusing on the actual logistics of breaking into what had once been a militarized zone and was now blockaded by physical and electromagnetic barriers.
I was listening with interest, but Ash got bored and made me go upstairs with her. She needed to use the bathroom and the one down in the basement was nasty. But she never liked wandering around Micah’s upstairs all alone. She said it felt spooky, like his parents were ghosts watching over her.
When we came back down, it appeared that the argument was over. Micah and Kelly were back to playing Zpocalypto and Reggie was asleep on the couch, snoring loudly. He had a smile on his face.
Ashley kicked him. “Hey, perv! Make some room,” she said. “Quit hogging the couch.”
Reggie opened one eye and his smile widened, but he didn’t move. “Where’d you guys go?”
“Upstairs to have hot lesbian sex in Micah’s room.”
“That was quick.”
“Yeah, well, Jessie’s super easy to bring to climax.”
“Ashley!”
I could feel my face burning. I may have lost my virginity at fifteen, but I was still a bit of a prude about it, especially around her. It was like I needed to balance out her own over-the-top sexuality.
Ash didn’t care what people thought. She always just said whatever was on her mind. In fact, I’m sure she said things just to try and elicit a reaction.
I looked over at Kelly, but he hadn’t even heard what she’d said. He was too absorbed in the game.
Reggie snorted. He gave Ash a good, long, appraising look, beginning with the thumbs she’d hooked onto the waistband of her jeans, pausing at the low neckline of her more-than-ample breasts, then finally reaching her eyes. Not once did she flinch. If anything, the look on her face grew even more defiant.
“Sorry I missed it,” he said.
She glanced pointedly at the bulge in his jeans and smiled. “I’m sure it was just as exciting as you imagined it.”
Reggie laughed and pulled up his legs, then swung them over the front of the couch. Ash plunked down next to him with a heavy exhale. He swung his arm over her shoulders, letting his fingers dangle a hair’s width away from the top of her breast. Though the two weren’t technically together, everyone knew they were doing it. At least whenever there wasn’t anything better going on. Or anyone.
I glanced past my boyfriend to the flickering HG image in front of him. He was back to level eleven—his nemesis. If I were a betting girl, I’d wager he was on his last life and was about to be attacked. Again.
Poor Kelly. As good as he was, he just couldn’t seem to make it past this level no matter how many times he tried. But I didn’t feel much pity for him at the moment. Sometimes, like right now when he wasn’t paying any attention to me, his obsession with the game kind of pissed me off.
“So…what’d you guys decide?” Ashley asked. “About Gameland.”
I looked over. Reggie’s thumb was now resting on the exposed skin of her breast. He was slowly brushing it back and forth. I felt a tingle pass through my own body, then a twinge of jealousy. Reggie was a code geek, just like the rest of us, but at least he had broader interests outside of the games.
Kelly could learn a thing or two from his example.
“Well, actually, it wouldn’t technically be Gameland,” he told Ash. “We’d just be breaking into one of the Forbidden Zones on LI—an outer zone. I think the Gameland arena is more toward the center of the island—that’s what Micah thinks, anyway—and it’s probably pretty heavily barricaded to keep the Players from getting out.”
He was talking about the implanted zombies that were recruited into The Game. They called them Players.
“There’s still the Infected Undead on the rest of the island,” I pointed out.
Reggie chuffed. “Yeah, like there’d be any IUs left after thirteen years. They’re all dead by now.” He waggled his fingers spookily at me and said, “No brains to feed on.”
“You don’t know that.”
He shook his head. “You’re beginning to sound just like your boyfriend. He says it’s not doable.”
“I didn’t say that.”
Reggie smiled. He was egging me on, and I’d fallen for it. I should’ve known. Whatever Kelly said, Reg always tried to say the opposite. And now that Kelly was saying it was impossible to break into LI, it just made Reg even more determined to say it wasn’t.
Kelly paused his game so he could tick reasons off on his fingers: “Fifty foot wall around the entire island, electrified razor wire, all the bridges demoed, no-fly zones, biometric mines in the East River, electromagnetic barrier—”
“EM, brah? Really? Chillax. I’m not talking about hacking in, I’m talking about breaking in. Remember? The EM’s nothing to worry about.”
“It could fry your implant,” I said.
“Implant, shmimplant.”
“There’s no way,” Kelly insisted. “I’m telling you, it’s impossible.”
“Maybe there is a way,” Micah said, still playing. He was one of those freaky types who could give a hundred percent of his attention to something like Zpocalypto or Warlock Four and yet still be fully involved in a conversation, even while being stoned off his gourd. I could never understand how he did it. The guy was more than just scary smart. It was like he could partition his brain into distinct segments—one for gaming, one for being wasted, one for everything else—yet still use them all at full capacity. He was like a computer. “I’ll give it some thought.”
“I know!” Ashley exclaimed. “We’ll just sprinkle a little fairy dust on our bodies and fly ourselves in.”
“I’ll sprinkle fairy dust over your body if you do mine,” Reggie said.
I snorted.
He looked over at me. “Every time someone disses a fairy, another zombie gets its wings.”
I rolled my eyes, but I was laughing.
“That’s just…stupid!” Kelly snapped. “Besides, you have to get through Manhattan’s restricted zones first. That can be a hassle.”
“That’s true,” I said. I’d gone there on occasion with my brother; he had a special pass. I remembered all the checkpoints and the guards questioning us.
Kelly smiled and nodded at me, thinking I was actually taking his side in the argument. “It’s crazy talk.”
I went over and plopped down on his lap and planted a kiss on his lips. It wasn’t one of our usual hot-n-heavy lip-bruising kisses—I didn’t want to start anything—but I hoped it was enough that he’d not take what I was about to say the wrong way.
“If Reggie says he can come up with a plan, then… Well, I’m in, too.”
Kelly leaned away from me like I was contagious.
Reggie gave a howl of triumph. “See? Didn’t I tell you it was a good idea?”
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 That was weeks ago now. How many exactly, I don’t know. I’ve lost count of the days.
Reggie is leaning on me, pushing all of his weight onto the bandage pressed at my side as if he’s afraid my guts are going to come spilling out at any moment. Now he doesn’t look so sure of himself.
“I knew this was bad,” he growls. “Right from the start I knew we shouldn’t have come here. That’s what I tried to tell you guys.”
I look up at Kelly standing outside the glass door looking in—what’s left of him, anyway—and I see now that he was right. He was right all along. I just wish he’d tried harder to stop us.
I don’t blame either of them, though. I don’t blame anyone. Not myself, not even the asshole who first planted the idea in Reggie’s brain. We all had our own private reason for coming. That’s what really drove us to do it. But would we have come if we knew then what we know now? Would we still have agreed to try?
I don’t know. Maybe not.
Then again, maybe.
As I lie here dying, lost somewhere in the Wastes with zombies closing in, wanting nothing more than to feed on those of us still alive, the truth finally hits home: it never really mattered what we wanted or didn’t want. Arc Entertainment had this all planned from the very beginning. They wanted us in The Game. That’s why it was so easy for us to break in.
And why getting out has been such a killer.
I slowly reach behind my back, to the cold metal of the gun tucked into my waistband. I’ve got one bullet left. Just one. I know it sounds cliché, but I’ve been saving it for just such a moment.
My fingers wrap around the grip; they find the safety and flick it off. They touch the curve of the trigger, test its resistance. Reggie sees the wince on my face as I pull it free, but he thinks it’s just the infection taking hold. He doesn’t yet see the gun. All he knows is that the disease is spreading inside of me. He knows the agony I’ll soon be going through. He knows the monster I’m about to become.
I cough. “Got any antivenin?” I ask, trying for humor.
He smiles a wistful smile.
I draw the gun out and hold it up. They all see it at the same moment, though it doesn’t register with any of them right away what I’m going to do with it. Then, all at once, they know, and they start yelling for me not to do it.
But I don’t hear them. All I can hear as I aim and pull the trigger is Kelly—my poor, dear, lost Kelly—whispering inside my head how much he loves me.
I guess he was a better player than I realized.
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The Plan. Or Rather the Pathetic Lack of One.
 
 



Chapter 1
 
 
Two days before breaking in.
 
 
Thursday mornings during the summer are set aside for free sparring at the dojang. I’ve been studying hapkido since I was nine and recently passed my 1st gup black belt. What prompted my older brother Eric to push me into martial arts was the second outbreak, the one that happened down in DC. He thought a little self-defense training might come in handy.
The problem with that kind of thinking is that nobody believes a bunch of fancy kicks and holds is any kind of defense against the Infected Undead. And especially not against those with implants. I’d seen the Omegaman propaganda videos in school and knew the damage they could do to a person when fully under the control of a functioning L.I.N.C. implant. But since the government only just started making them mandatory about ten years ago, there are still tons of people who don’t have one yet, just waiting to become an IU in the event of another outbreak.
So, yeah, while guns have their shortcomings, I’d rather have one than not.
Despite knowing all that, I decided to stick with the training anyway. I had other reasons for doing so. For one thing, it helped me manage my anger. For another, it kept the bullies who knew my family’s history from kicking my ass.
The first outbreak took place in New York, on Long Island, but I don’t really remember it. I was maybe four at the time. Eric says it was terrible. The one in Washington wasn’t as bad. The military had some experience dealing with thousands of IUs swarming through cities by then. It’s probably why DC was never abandoned like LI was. That, and because the island was already pretty trashed from the flooding earlier in the century. As it turns out, it looks like that flooding may provide us the means to break in.
Ashley pinged me last night during dinner to tell me that Micah and Reg had been working on figuring out a way to access LI without passing through the EM barrier. “They think they’ve come up with a working plan!” She’d sounded excited, breathless. Despite my own doubts, I couldn’t resist getting excited, too.
“And?” I’d asked, trying not to sound impatient. “What is it?”
Eric threw me a dirty look over the table. I ignored him. He’s always tried to take care of me like a parent, given how there was a huge gaping vacuum in our lives in that regard, but he’s barely able to take care of himself, much less me. Even his department-mandated shrink tells him that.
“So,” Ash said, “you know how everyone knows about the wall and no-fly zone, right?”
I grunted. It was all common knowledge. Plus the bridges, which were bombed out years back. I thought about mentioning how the East River was heavily mined, but I knew it would just make me sound like Kelly. And besides, it was a moot point anyway. None of us had a boat, or even access to one, so sailing across the river was out of the question. Mostly, though, I just kept quiet because Eric and Grandpa were sitting right there, trying not to look like they were listening, but not fooling anyone.
I turned my back and held my Link tight against me ear.
“Jessie?” Grandpa said. “Dinnertime is family time, young lady. Disconnect, please.”
“I’m sorry. This is important. I really have to take this.” I got up and slipped out of the kitchen.
“Jessie!” Eric called. “It can’t be that important.”
I heard Grandpa tell him to control himself, which, of course, led to another argument between them. I never understood the animosity the two shared for each other—frankly, I couldn’t care less—except for being aware that it had something to do with my father dying when I was two. Eric had been fourteen at the time, so he still has memories of Dad and all that happened after his death. It really messed him up.
Pretty much everything in my family traces back to that singular event, like it was some kind of Big Bang event or something: my mom’s nervous breakdown, Eric’s pacifist days followed by his stint in the Marines followed by his creepy obsession with the Undead, Grandpa’s scandal and then coming to live with us. I’d never known my father—except by reputation—so I never really felt much interest in learning about him and the circumstances surrounding how he’d died. At least he had the good sense to be murdered before the Life Service law was passed. Not that the government would’ve had much to work with in his case; from what little I knew, most of his brain had never been found. And without a brain, there’s no chance of reanimation.
I hurried down the hall and slipped into the bathroom and closed the door. Ash was saying something about tunnels. I barely caught the tail-end of it.
“What tunnels?”
“Micah thinks he can get his hands on some of the old subway maps and traffic tunnels connecting Manhattan and Long Island.”
“From where? How?”
As far as I knew, all of the old plans and schematics had been collected and destroyed after LI was militarized and the wall was built. It was against the law to possess anything related to them. I think it was more an act of denial by the government than one of defiance or security. They probably would’ve gone in and nuked the place if they could’ve gotten away with it, if the radioactive ash cloud didn’t take out a million more people, making them ripe for reanimation.
“Micah says nothing’s ever totally lost, not once it’s been in the Stream. There are off-line archives. Someone somewhere is bound to have their own file. Or hardcopy. It just takes a little time to find someone willing to sell the information.”
“Where are we going to get the money? And isn’t that illegal?”
“Shh!”
I thought about this for a moment, then shook my head. “I’m sure the tunnels are all bombed out or filled in. It wouldn’t make sense to just leave them open for zombies to walk through to Manhattan. Otherwise, we’d be seeing a lot more of them, right?”
“First of all, Jess, I think Reggie’s right: there aren’t any more IUs alive on the island. Second of all, the tunnels were flooded before the first outbreak. Remember? And everyone knows zombies can’t swim.”
I snorted. Duh. She was right, of course. After that massive ice shelf broke off of Antarctica nearly thirty years ago and caused the sea levels to surge higher by thirty feet, most of the underground transportation networks in coastal cities had to be abandoned. I guess I hadn’t really paid very close attention in history class that day.
“What about the tunnel openings?” I asked. “They’d still be above water, wouldn’t they? Surely when the wall was built, they would’ve closed them—”
“The wall was built ten years ago.”
“Okay…”
“Don’t you see? After the second flood. The openings would’ve been totally underwater already. Micah thinks they wouldn’t have bothered blockading them since they’d be covered by a good twenty feet of Atlantic Ocean. Out of sight, out of mind, as he says. What’s even better, if they’re still open, then we can totally bypass the EM barrier by going under it! No walls, no razor wire. It’s perfect!”
I shook my head. “I don’t know… It sounds like wishful thinking to me. And anyway, the last time I checked, I didn’t have gills. And neither do you or anyone else I know.”
“Reggie’s looking into that.”
“Reggie? What’s he going to do, rent us a sub or something?”
Ash laughed. “No, silly. The sensors would totally detect something that big, even going through the tunnels. He’s thinking a bit…smaller, something more personalized.”
I asked her what, but she wouldn’t elucidate.
It seemed plausible, and yet I still had my doubts. It was almost too easy. If one of us could come up with a solution like that so quickly, then surely others would have already done so as well.
But then I realized why that wasn’t likely. Most normal people avoided lower Manhattan like the plague. And even if you had to go there, the closer you got to LI, the harder it was with all the checkpoints you had to cross. Besides, who in their right mind would seriously think about breaking in? No one was crazy enough to actually want to. They called them Forbidden Zones for a reason, not Disney-Arc Land.
I mentioned this to Ash.
“That’s where your brother might come in handy,” she said.
I knew exactly what she was talking about: Eric’s permit. But before I could argue about it there was a knock on the door. “Jess?” It was my grandfather. “Come out here, young lady, and finish your dinner.”
“Just a sec,” I yelled. “Ash, I got to go.” I lowered my voice to a whisper and added, “You know how the Colonel gets.”
“Yes sir!” Ash said, giggling. “I’ll get right on spit shining my dinner plate with my tongue, sir!”
I laughed and told her I’d think about it, then we disconnected.
When I stepped out of the bathroom, Grandpa was just making his way back down the hallway. He turned and gave me a stern look and told me to go finish my dinner. I was so excited that I almost shouted, “Yes sir!” just like Ash had done.
I love Grandpa, but there’s one thing you never do and that’s antagonize him. You take your life into your own hands. The only reason Eric gets away with it is because he’s just as bullheaded as Grandpa is.
And, honestly? I think Grandpa’s a little afraid of him.
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 It’s a beautiful August morning by the time I leave the house for the dojang. The sun’s still low on the horizon and it’s not too muggy out. Not yet, anyway. The cicadas are singing in the trees. I almost feel like skipping all the way there.
The studio opens at seven, though I usually don’t show up until around eight thirty. This morning, however, I’d been too wound up to sleep in, as thoughts about actually getting to see a part of the Forbidden Zones suddenly take on a more realistic feel to them. I’m earlier than usual—only the third person to arrive—so I’m left without a sparring partner and will have to wait.
Kwanjangnim Rupert is with some guy I don’t know, a green belt. They’re walking off the mat as I sign in, looking like they’ve just finished up their first sparring exercises. They go straight into their meditations. I can hear the master talking about Yu, the water principle: “The stream flows around and surrounds its obstacles,” he quietly says, “and so passes them. Dripping water patiently makes its way through the hardest stone. This is how your strength flows in and through and around your opponents.”
I smile privately, thinking about the coincidence that the kwanjangnim’s message for today would be about water, since that was all Ash could talk about last night. But while Yu teaches us patience and flow, one thing it doesn’t explain is how to breathe in an airless environment. If the tunnels turn out to be a valid option, then we’ll have to figure out how to get through them.
As far as I know, none of the five of us has ever been scuba diving. In fact, I’ve never even been snorkeling, except in the neighbor’s pool when I was five, but that doesn’t really count.
I settle on the bench and pull out my Link and ping Kelly to see if he’s awake yet. It sends me straight to his message box, so he’s either playing or still asleep.
“Sunbae,” Kwanjangnim Rupert calls over at me, startling me out of my thoughts. He walks over and stands before me with his hands on his hips. I exit the app and slide the Link into my bag. I’ll try again later or just stop by his house after I’m done here.
“Yes sir!” I shout, as I jump to my feet.
“You’re early.” He smiles knowingly. I have a reputation for being a late-sleeper.
“I wanted to get today’s exercises out of the way, Kwanjangnim.”
He gives me a strange look and asks, “What could be more important than your training?”
I quickly backtrack. “I mean, it looks like it’s going to be another hot one today. I figured I’d beat the crowds.”
“Is this the beginning of a new Jessie?”
The boy looks up from where he’s stretching on the mat and his eyes widen. He’s tall for his age, blond, big-boned, bordering on heavyset. He has this ruggedness about him, like he’d be a football or rugby player if they weren’t illegal sports. He looks a little familiar, but I can’t seem to place him. I think he might be in the grade below me, although I know that’s not the real reason for my ignorance. Ashley’s a grade below, too. The real truth is he’s not part of our circle, our gang of gamers and hackers. I don’t do much socializing with anyone outside of it. Not even with other hapkido students.
“Ready to spar?” Kwanjangnim asks me.
I nod. “Yes sir.” I jump up and stand to one side so he can lead me onto the mat.
“Oh no, not me. Today I’ll be talking it easy.”
“Why?”
He groans. “I strained my back this morning.”
Once more I glance over at the boy. “From sparring?” I can’t imagine Master Rupert being injured by a lowly green belt.
“No,” Kwanjangnim says. His laughter is thick and contagious. His face gets a little red. “I got hurt… Actually, I strained it getting out of bed.” He rubs his back and shrugs. “I guess I’m getting old. Either that or my mattress is.”
We both enjoy another laugh before he adds something about going in to get his implant soon. It kills the moment, leaving us standing in an awkward silence before he gestures the boy over.
“This is Sunbae Jacob Espinosa,” he says, introducing us. “Sunbae Jessica Daniels.”
“Jake,” the boy says, offering his hand. Meanwhile, I’ve bowed, so he withdraws it, even as I raise up and extend mine. Finally, we both clasp hands and bow awkwardly to each other. His grip feels weak, like he’s consciously afraid of hurting me.
Rupert laughs at us and says, “Jake’s new to the school. His forms are really pretty good. You two can warm up on each other, but for sparring today, no kicks, okay, Jess? Just hands, hits and holds. And try to take it easy on him. He’ll be testing for his next belt in a week and we need him all in one piece.”
“Bring it!” Jake says, slipping into a sparring stance. Rupert frowns, but I return the challenge with a growl.
“Keep it clean, guys!”
Despite the differences in our skill levels and the restriction on kicks, it turns out to be a good workout. Jake’s quick and strong, almost as good as most of the red and black belts I’m used to sparring against. But he’s also a bit top-heavy, and I’m clearly a lot more seasoned. After dropping him for the fifth or sixth time, I get him in an arm hold that he can’t escape out of.
He calls it quits, saying he’s got to leave, but just as my grip relaxes, he spins under me and wrenches my arm. The next thing I know, I’m lying on the floor with his knee on my back and my arm twisted away from me. I can’t move.
“That was a cheap shot,” I say between clenched teeth.
He lets go and stands up. “Sorry.”
When I get up, I think I see a brief flash in his eyes, something powerful. I can’t tell what it is. He looks away too quickly.
While I’m packing my gear, he comes over to talk to me. I wait for him to apologize. I’m still a little miffed by the unexpected throw, so I just grunt responses. That sort of poor sportsmanship isn’t allowed in here, and if Kwanjangnim Rupert or any of the other trainers had seen what he’d done, they would’ve given Jake a severe tongue-lashing.
He tells me he’s only been training for about ten months, and I tell him nobody gets as good as that in such a short time, which makes him pause. I might as well have called him a liar.
“I—I guess I’m a quick learner,” he stutters. “How about you? How long have you been training?”
I give him a good long look before telling him I’ve been at it for eight years. “Off and on,” I say, though it’s not exactly the truth. I did miss one summer when Eric took us on a trip to Seattle after he got out of the Marines. “And I started in juniors.”
He shakes his head and stares at me, a smile curling his lips.
“What’s so funny?” I ask.
“I’m sorry. It’s just that…”
I narrow my eyes and wait for him to finish.
“I guess I was a little surprised to see you walk in this morning.”
I stare at him. “Have we met before?”
“Um, no. But Ashley Evans talks about you all the time,” he explains. “Says you have mad gaming skills. She was my science partner last year in chemistry lab. She’s a jacker, right?”
“Jacker?”
“Game hacker. That’s what the kids call her and others like her.”
I think about this for a moment, then decide I actually like the term. Even though it doesn’t apply to me specifically, it does describe the others quite well. “I just play. I don’t hack.”
He nods, tentatively, and looks around for something to say.
“I have to go,” I tell him.
“I really enjoyed you this morning! The sparring, I mean. Not you. That is, you’re really good.”
“Are you hitting on me?”
He blushes.
“I already have a boyfriend.”
His face reddens even more. He looks like he’s about to choke. I smile. At least we’re even now.
“Kidding,” I tell him. “To be honest, though, if it ever came down to it, you’d probably kick his ass.”
He laughs. I can see him relax. “And you could easily kick mine,” he says.
“In a fair fight, maybe.” He’s got a good four inches on me and probably fifty pounds. And he is strong.
“I’m sorry about that move back there. The last dojo I was in didn’t care too much about etiquette. It was all about skill and strength and speed and taking advantage of our opponents’ weaknesses. That’s one of the reasons why I transferred here.”
“Don’t sweat it,” I say. “Just don’t let it happen again.”
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Chapter 2
 
 
I ping Kelly again on my way out. He immediately connects this time. As I walk past the window I look in. Jake’s just standing there watching me leave. I can’t see his eyes because of the reflection, but something about the way he’s staring makes me a little uncomfortable. It may be totally innocent, but I can’t decide whether to feel threatened, creeped out or flattered by the attention.
“‘Sup, J?”
I hurry away, but I can feel his eyes on my back.
“On my way home from practice. Mind if I stop by?”
“Mom’s here, but sure. I’m just hanging out, not really doing anything.”
“Translation: trying to figure out a way to get past level eleven,” I say.
He sighs and tells me I’m coldhearted. “So much for Micah’s extra cheater lives. I’m lame. I’m just a lame gamer.”
“Self-pity doesn’t suit you, Kel.”
“Nothing lamer than a poor-ass gamer like— Wait a sec… Yes! Woohoo!”
“You’re playing right now, aren’t you? You’re playing even as I’m talking to you.”
“…maybe.”
Frustration wavers on the verge of anger. I don’t know what’s going on between us, but lately it feels like he’s slipping away. I don’t want to lose him, and yet it feels like I am
“It’s just the 2D version,” he says, trying to placate me. “You know we don’t have HG.”
“Just save some of that energy for me,” I say. It’s a desperate move to distract him, make him pay more attention to me. I immediately feel guilty for being so needy, but not enough not to use my coup-de-gras: “I’m feeling frisky.”
“Um, I did mention my mom’s home, right?”
“Never stopped us before.”
I can hear him exhale shakily into the Link, and it brings a smile to my face.
When I get to Kelly’s house, his five-year-old brother Kyle answers the door. He gives me a big smile and a hug, which I enthusiastically return with change: an extra loud zerbit on his neck. He runs away giggling.
“Better watch it,” I warn Kelly, when he wanders down from his room. “Looks like you’ve got some competition.”
“What? Kyle? Robbing the cradle now, are you?”
“No one will ever replace Kyle,” I answer. “Not even you. No, I mean at the dojang. There’s this new kid. I sparred with him this morning. I think I embarrassed him when I suggested he was hitting on me.”
“Was he?” Kelly asks.
“Easy there, cowboy,” I reply, but even I’m not so sure what it really was that happened. “Jake couldn’t land a real hit, much less a figurative one, unless I let him.”
Did you? Let him, I mean.”
“Really? Don’t be like that, Kel”
He sighs. “So…Jake, huh? Do I know him?”
“Doubtful. He’s a junior. Not a gamer or hacker. Seems Ash does, though. He was her science lab partner last year.”
I take Kelly’s arm and lead him back upstairs.
“Keep the door open,” his mother yells up at us from the kitchen.
“Morning, Mrs. C,” I shout back.
We keep the door open—barely—but we don’t exactly behave. Even an open door doesn’t stop us from getting in some serious make-out time. And it sort of makes things a lot more exciting, too, knowing someone could walk in on us at any moment.
By the time his mother calls for Kelly to come down a half hour later, my whole body’s tingling and I feel like I’m about to explode. Kelly has this glazed look in his eyes. I don’t know who’s in more agony, him or me.
We straighten our disheveled clothes and hair before going downstairs.
“What are you kids up to today?” Mrs. Corben asks innocently.
“Going over to Micah’s,” Kelly answers. He looks over at me, sees the look on my face and shrugs.
If Mrs. C notices this, she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she looks her son up and down and then says, “Walk over. You could use the exercise. You’re starting to get a little flabby.”
“Mom! I’m not getting flabby!”
“Mm hmm. And what exercise have you gotten lately? Outside of VR, I mean.”
I stay out of this conversation. I know anything I say will just come off sounding suggestive in a way that would make me look slutty.
She throws him an apple from the bowl on the counter and tells him not to stay too long. “Your father’ll be home early tonight and he wants to talk to you about colleges.”
Kelly grunts.
After I drop my sparring gear off at home and get a quick shower, we head out to Micah’s.
“He pinged your Link while you were in the bathroom,” Kelly informs me. There’s a dark look in his eyes. “Did you talk with him last night after we left or something?”
It’s not like Kelly to be jealous of Micah, but after my teasing him this morning, I figure he’s probably a bit more sensitive than usual. That’s what the make-out session was supposed to take care of.
I shake my head and tell him about Ash’s call during dinner.
Kelly grumbles. “This is all just a waste of time. You know that, don’t you? An exercise in futility. There’s a reason they sealed that place off, and I’m sure they didn’t just do a half-assed job about it.”
I shrug. “So what if you’re right? Even if it turns out to be impossible, it still beats just sitting around watching you play Zpocalypto all the time.”
“I don’t play it all the time!”
“Dude, you’re totally obsessed with it.”
“I just want to pass this level is all. What’s wrong with that?”
I squeeze his hand as I stop, swinging him around to look at me. “Then what, Kelly? Level thirteen? Fourteen? When does it stop?”
He gives me a resentful look.
I sigh with frustration. “Last year you told me you didn’t just want to be a code jockey. You wanted to go to college and become something more. Why else would you suffer with those academic geeks in the college track at school instead of being in the trade track like the rest of us?”
He shrugs.
I’d feared that his entering the college track last year would put a strain on our relationship, since it meant we wouldn’t get to see each other as much during school, but it actually didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we saw much of each other during classes anyway. The real strain actually started over the summer, feeling like a repeat of last year.
“Now look at you,” I say. “All of a sudden you’re eating and sleeping and drinking that stupid game! You were the one person that the rest of us looked to as a reminder that there’s more to life than games and codes. But now it’s like you’re addicted.”
“Me?” he exclaims, yanking his hand away from mine. “You’re accusing me of being obsessed? You’re the one who’s obsessed. You and Reggie—”
“Reggie’s just a friend, Kel!”
“—and all the others. How could you even consider going into Gameland?”
“It’s not Gameland, Kelly, and you know it. Reggie didn’t mean to say Gameland. It’s just LI, and it’s just for fun—”
“It’s not just for fun! This is serious. Micah’s all over it like flies on dog crap! Stupid Reggie for even bringing up such a dumb idea. He’s had some bad ones in the past, but this one takes the cake.”
“Stop screaming at me.”
He raises his hands to his head and stumbles off like he’s hurt or something. I suddenly just want to kick him, to send him sprawling, to knock some sense into his brain. But to do so would be to violate all the principles of discipline I’ve ever been taught in hapkido. We never attack out of spite or anger. We only fight to diffuse those emotions and to defend ourselves.
But the thing is, I know he’s right. We are obsessed with games. All of us. And why shouldn’t we be? Look at all the things my generation grew up with that we can’t control: global warming, a fractured government that has pretty much given up doing anything useful, the Undead. Why wouldn’t we want to escape into a world we can manipulate? The worst consequences in a game are having to go back to the beginning and starting all over again. You can’t do that in real life. When you die, you just keep playing.
It’s telling that we’re most obsessed with games where we have to fight the dead, since what we most want is to live and feel. We want to experience life. But we can’t. Our lives are so full of rules and restrictions. Nobody ever pushes us because pushing goes against everything we’re taught. “Go to school,” they drone. On and on like it’s a mantra. “Become like everyone else.” Sometimes it feels like we’re just going through the motions.
That’s why we play. It allows us to escape.
And the worst part about it? Games are such piss-poor substitutes for life—flat and two-dimensional, even in HG—that they only make us want more. We want to do something dramatic, something that we can feel. Like break into LI.
Kelly stomps off, leaving me behind. How could he not understand?
I sigh and follow along after him.
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Chapter 3
 
 
Ashley is talking to Micah when we arrive in his basement. “Any hacker worth her salt,” she’s saying, “should be able to access the old government systems.” She looks up and nods at us, then goes back to typing.
“What’re you doing?” I ask.
Micah waves us over. “We’re trying to get into the military’s old computers in the Forbidden Zones on Long Island.”
“How? Are they even still running?”
He shrugs. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out right now. Reggie thinks they probably kept them operating for non-essential functions like environmental control and such.”
“Environmental control?” Kelly asks. The contempt is thick in his voice. He hasn’t looked at me once since storming off, and it just makes me even angrier at him. “What the hell do they need that for? UIs don’t need air conditioning.”
Micah raises his hands. “Don’t look at me. Ask Reg. This is his show. I’m just here to provide services.”
“Looks like they’re up and running,” Ash chimes in. “I can see their identifiers—IP addresses, I believe they were once called. Hello, little computers, this is Granny knocking on your firewalls. Let me in, let me in. Ooh, what crude encryption you have!”
Kelly shakes his head in disgust.
Ashley’s playful grin turns into a frown. “Micah? Does it seem like a lot of traffic’s going through those nodes?”
Micah leans over. We all do, but it’s scrolling too fast for me to make anything out. He shrugs.
“It’s a lot of data for basic maintenance programs, but you know how inefficient the old codices were.”
I grow bored of watching it. “Speaking of Reggie, where is he?”
“Yo.”
I turn around just in time to see him coming out of the bathroom zipping up his fly. I roll my eyes. He smiles his shit-eating grin. Thankfully he doesn’t say anything stupid, like, “I left you a present in there.” I don’t think I could bear his grade-school humor this morning.
“Okay, assuming you can find a way in,” Kelly says, leaning over Ash, “wouldn’t they have upgraded to iVZ?”
“The systems were put into place before ArcTech even existed,” Micah explains. “I don’t think they would’ve bothered with iVZ codex. Too much hardware to transfer over and convert.”
“Exactly,” Ashley agrees, nodding. Her fingers fly over the keyboard. Type scrolls madly across the screen. “Which means we’re talking about accessing pre-Stream databases and programming. What they called the Internet way back when. Piece of cake.”
“Which means,” Reggie pipes in, “nobody’s watching it anymore.”
“We hope no one’s watching it.”
“Why bother?”
I remember talking to Grandpa about the internet age, which preceded the ArcTech systems that he helped put into place before he “retired.” He was the commander of the Omegaman Forces, back when reanimation was first developed and zombies—initially called Zulus—were put under computer control using the L.I.N.C.s, which are similar to the latent individualized neuroleptic connections that all living citizens are supposed to get now. L.I.N.C.s are what connect us and our handheld Link devices to the Stream.
I reach my hand up to the back of my head and feel around until my fingers find the tiny scars. I got mine when I was three, even before it became mandatory. I remember Eric didn’t want to get his. He argued that it was just another example of government intrusiveness, of thinking it knows what’s best for us. But Grandpa convinced Mom and she signed the papers, so Eric had no choice. He was eleven.
They say the implants are there to prevent what happened during the outbreaks—so they can shut us down if we ever get infected—but it’s pretty obvious the program has some serious flaws to it. How do you guarantee a hundred percent of the population is compliant? You can’t. Look at Master Rupert: he’s got to be in his fifties, and he still doesn’t have his implant.
I lower my hand and say, “If it’s pre-iVZ, then don’t you need a physical uplink? There’s no more wireless towers anymore, right?”
Grandpa had said that everything back in the first couple decades of the century either required a physical connection—which they called ‘wired’ because information was passed in the form of electrons through actual circuits—or radio waves—which they called ‘wireless.’ But all the wireless transmitters were disassembled years ago and replaced with EM towers. Electromagnetic signals are much more efficient and a trillion times more secure.
I remember him telling me how the old defcon management system was totally susceptible to hacking, and that it was a miracle nobody ever went in and triggered a bunch of missile launches. In fact, that’s why ArcTech was first created, to design better, more secure computing systems. ArcTech’s intralink VZ and the Stream replaced the Internet years ago and, along with it, the Cloud, which turned out to be a huge disaster. And although many have tried to hack into iVZ—including a few right here in this very room—nobody’s ever been able to do it. The encryption is just too good.
Micah holds up a cable, which I can see he’s spliced into the guts of yet another piece of equipment, which I immediately recognize as highly illegal: an old tablet computer. “What’s the saying about necessity?” he asks.
“It’s the mother fucker of invention,” Reggie replies, and he and Micah slap palms.
Ashley suddenly yelps. She reaches over and yanks out the wires.
“Hey,” Micah cries, but then we all see the look on her face.
“There was some fishy code flashing by in there. I think it was trying to track us so I severed the connection.”
Getting caught hacking a government system—even an old one—would get us into serious trouble, enough to probably add six or seven years to our Life Service commitment.
It reminds me of the close call we had a couple weeks ago when Ash and Micah tried hacking into the VR part of The Game. They’d spent a solid three days down here, barely sleeping, feeding on nothing but Red Bull and Little Caesar’s pizza. They said it was a hundred times harder than anything they’d tried before. Heck, maybe a million times.
Most of the programming developed and used by ArcWare is open source. Even so, they always embed a few black boxes within the games to keep things interesting, cryptic code that somehow adapts the game to a player’s habits and skill level. Gamers and hackers alike love that they do it. Otherwise, what would be the fun in playing or hacking into them?
Not The Game, though. That’s a whole different animal. The Game is protected by an ArcWare-developed code called iVZ, short for “intralink virtual zeality.” It’s got one of the most sophisticated firewalls any of us has ever seen, and a proprietary base code that none of us could ever hope to break. It’s light years beyond military grade. In fact, iVZ powers the government. Hack into The Game and you’d practically have the tools needed to hack into the national defense system.
It was Ashley who first proposed the idea to crack The Game. She’d built this crude translator for ArcWare programs. That’s how we found their back door. How she accomplished that is beyond me—I’m not a hacker like she and Micah and Reggie are. She’s hacked into more of ArcWare’s black boxes than anyone I know. She said she used what she salvaged as sort of a Rosetta Stone to come up with her translator, a frankensteinian piece of software built from bits and pieces of scavenged code.
“It’s a heuristic program,” she tried to explain to me, apparently oblivious to the fact that my eyes were quickly glazing over. I prefer nascent coding, creating programs. And I stick to the standard languages, like andro, Khartoum-four and MesmerZ. Going in specifically to crack a program isn’t my idea of fun.
“Heuristic means it teaches itself,” she went on. Of course I knew what heuristic meant, but I didn’t bother to correct her. “The program essentially runs on a loop of testing, evaluating, refining and retesting, becoming better and better as it ages.”
Whatever. I never, ever thought it would work.
But it did. Sort of. Between her and Micah’s mad coding abilities, they got as far as copying the software’s architecture before the program shut them out. Architecture is Micah’s specialty. He loves thinking about game structure and could stare at it all day long, drooling like a puppy at how clever some of the programmers can be.
I remember Ash pinged everyone when they made the breakthrough. We all went running over.
I got there just in time to see Micah’s screens lighting up with error messages Then everything went totally ape-shit.
“Yo, there’s suicide switches everywhere, y’all!” he shouted. We stood in awe and watched, making sure to stand out of the way as he hammered at his keyboard. It was fun just watching him. He and Ash were hopping from console to console, the whole time shouting at the top of their lungs. Then: “Not another—” Micah screamed. “No, no! Aw, shee-it!”
Everything went blank. The game had locked them out. Wouldn’t even let them log in with new fake identities, blocking us all out, in fact. It was as if it suddenly knew everything about us, could track us even if we jumped Streams. It was a huge disappointment, of course. We’d gotten a glimpse inside The Game, but we’d almost gotten caught, too.
“Easy peasy,” Ashley says, as she holds up the tablet in triumph.
“You got the maps?” Micah asks. “Lady, I could just kiss you!”
“You wouldn’t be able handle it. You’d spontaneously combust!”
“What maps?” Kelly asks, impatiently.
“The tunnels,” I say. “Weren’t you even listening this morning when I told you about it?” I know I’m just taking out my frustration on Kelly, but I can’t seem to help myself.
He frowns at me, then shakes his head and repeats the question.
Ash holds up the disemboweled tablet. What we see on the pixilated screen is an old drawing of the transportation system of Long Island. She points to a pair of lines connecting lower and eastern Manhattan to LI. The first is labeled BROOKLYN BATTERY TUNNEL. The second, QUEENS MIDTOWN TUNNEL.
“Schematics are embedded. Which one do you want to check out first?”
We all look at each other without speaking. What we’re seeing is highly illegal to possess, much less study. Then we’re all speaking at the same time.
“The Queens,” Kelly announces, when the rest of us have quieted down. “Let’s look at that one first.”
Ash opens the embedded file and begins to read:
“Opened in 1940, the Queens-Midtown tunnel connects the Borough of Queens on Long Island with the Borough of Manhattan. It consists of twin tubes carrying four traffic lanes and is 6,414 feet long.”
“Over a mile,” I murmur. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but it certainly isn’t something quite as long as that. “How’re we going to get through something a mile long and filled with water?”
“Scuba,” Reggie says.
“Whoa!” Kelly turns to Reg. “Getting a little ahead of ourselves, aren’t we? Nobody here knows how to scuba dive. Besides, we don’t even know if the tunnel’s still accessible.”
“Yeah, well, the other tunnel’s even longer,” Ash says, busily reciting facts from the other file. As if it makes any difference. One mile or ten, scuba gear or not, Kelly’s right. If the tunnels aren’t open, we might as well be talking about swimming through concrete.
By rights, they should all be filled. Or at least gated. And for all we know, they could be caved in. It’s a hundred years old, for chrissake. And despite Ash’s assurances to me last night, I still seriously doubt they’d just leave the openings unblocked.
Micah asks where the Manhattan opening for the Queens tunnel is.
Ashley taps the screen. “The old midtown,” she says. “Between what used to be East 34th and 35th Streets.” She opens another file. Nods. “Yep. It’s totally underwater.”
“Okay, then,” Kelly says, holding up a gaming controller. “Now that that’s resolved, how about we—”
“Check it out?” Reggie says, straightening up. “Good idea. I mean, we won’t know for sure what it looks like unless we see it for ourselves, right?”
Ash turns to me. “Did you bring it?” she asks.
I nod and pat my Link. “Uploaded it last night, after Eric went to bed.” Kelly frowns at me like I’ve betrayed him.
“Woohoo!” Reggie shouts. “Road trip!”
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Chapter 4
 
 
The five of us pile into Micah’s beat up old Ford. It’s so ancient that it even has a docking station for the old Apple iCorp storage devices rather than getting music from the Stream.
Micah drives. Reggie takes shotgun. The rest of us sit in back. We head down Route 95, which is the quickest way to Manhattan, even though it means having to pass through about a half dozen checkpoints, including the ones at each interstate border crossing.
After about twenty minutes, we pass through the first. The guard looks bored. He scans our Links and doesn’t speak.
I see the abandoned Teterboro Airport off in the distance. The moss-covered hangars poke out of the water like giant eggs that never hatched.
Finally the guard waves us through. He doesn’t even bother to ask where we’re going.
“There’s the Meadowlands,” Reggie says, pointing off to the side a minute later, and I think about how the old football stadium looks like a giant concrete nest to go with the eggs.
“Don’t you mean the Swamplands?” Ashley remarks, making us all laugh.
This leads to a discussion by the boys about the banned sport of football, with Reggie arguing that they should bring it back and Kelly saying it was a brutal sport that has no place in our world today. I want to slap him and ask what place zombies have in our world, and isn’t the television show, Survivalist, or The Game, on which it’s based, just as brutal? But I don’t. I feel like we’re already treading on thin ice today.
We come to another checkpoint just before crossing the new elevated bridge that will take us into Manhattan. Here, the guard asks us where we’re going and what we’re doing. “School project,” Ash pipes up. The guard gives us a doubtful look and she quickly adds, “Summer school.”
“College track,” he says, sneering, but he scans our Links, then asks if we all have implants. After recording our IDs, he lets us pass.
“School?” Reggie asks, once we’re clear. “Really? That’s the best you could come up with?”
Ash laughs and shrugs and says she just got nervous. “You know me. I don’t think well under pressure.”
Soon we’re zooming right over Central Park. Looking down is enough to make anyone queasy, but Reggie sticks his head out the window and howls like a wolf. The wind whips the spit from his lips, and I’m suddenly glad I’m sitting in the middle of the backseat. If anyone gets sprayed, it’s Kelly, but he doesn’t say anything. He just sits there glowering out the window.
I elbow him and give him a smile. He sighs and offers me a half of a smile back, his way of forgiving me. He relaxes, resting a little more of his weight against me. For his reward, I give him a kiss on the cheek.
“Get a room, lovebirds,” Ashley groans. But of course, this just makes us laugh and want to do it some more.
I’m practically sitting on Kelly’s lap when the road curves right and begins its gentle decline toward south Manhattan.
“Another checkpoint,” Micah announces. “I quickly plop back into my seat, wiping my lips with the back of my hand. I reach down and squeeze Kelly’s thigh and he nearly jumps through the roof of the car. I can’t tell if he’s so tense because of me or because we’re getting closer to LI.
And we are close. I can smell the ocean. Water surrounds us all around, canals wending their way through and around the old skyscrapers, most of them abandoned now, crumbling. It’s our own version of Italy’s Venice. Of course, the real Venice is long gone now, buried under thirty feet of Mediterranean Sea years before I was even born. A diver’s paradise.
Not that any of us’ll ever get to see it.
We pull up at the checkpoint and this guard, after giving Micah’s car a good looking over, flatly tells us no access. “This is a commercial district,” he states.
Ash points to me and says I have a permit. I flash him my Link with Eric’s permit on it and he inspects it for minute before handing it back. “Remember the curfew,” he says. We all nod dutifully and promise to be out of New York long before dusk.
Despite all the restrictions and the hassles of the checkpoints, the roads are crowded with business people. So are the waterways. Water taxis ferry people around, drawing white trails in the deep blue. Despite all the flood damage on this side of the East River, despite the proximity of LI, Manhattan still somehow manages to be a bustling city. It’s still the financial center of the universe, even though New Merica has essentially isolated itself from the rest of the world.
But then, every so often, I catch a glimpse of the stark gray walls of LI rising up across the water, looking like a giant alien ship or a prison.
How do these people work here every day knowing what lies on the other side of the river, not two miles away? How can they look out over it and see that wall every day and not give it a second thought? It’s so close. Or do they just pretend it’s not there?
After the first outbreak, thirteen years ago, the military went in to control the Infected Undead and evacuate the living. Certain parts were declared disaster areas. They set up barriers and controlled access, preventing people from moving back in. These eventually became known as Forbidden Zones. But the zones kept growing, getting larger and larger, spreading out until, eventually, they began to connect with each other. The flooded Wastelands were now truly lost, leaving only the higher points of land free, isolated pockets on which the last stubborn islanders remained.
The government said sealing the island off was for the protection of the living from the Undead. But Eric once told me the truth was quite different. It was to protect the Undead from illegal poaching by people who didn’t think it was right to let the Undead roam free.
“The government considers zombies assets,” he told me. “Even those without implants. After all, each one could take the place of a living soldier who won’t have to go into combat.”
But nobody knows if anyone ever went in and implanted any of the IUs. It seems unlikely.
Congress passed the Life Service Law almost ten years ago. Now, every single person is legally considered government property after death, not just the ex-criminals, and not just the ones that made up the Omegaman Forces. Although the law has since been challenged several times in the Supreme Court, the politicians and the judges are too spineless to strike the thing down. And, honestly? Nobody except a few rights activists really wants to. We may not like the idea that we’ll become one of the Undead someday and have to pay our dues to the government, but it’s better than going back to the old ways, when living people fought wars and cleaned sewers.
The road finally reaches its lowest point, which is still about sixty feet above water level. It’s where the experts say sea level will be when all the arctic ice finally finishes melting. They say that won’t happen for another hundred years, but that’s what they said forty years ago before the first major ice shelf broke off and raised sea levels by thirty feet.
“Times Square,” Micah calls out. We all look to the right. The place is a dump, abandoned and disintegrating. “We should be just about parallel with the tunnel now. A few more blocks to the south and we’ll be there.”
Traffic has thinned out quickly and is now almost nonexistent. We come to one last checkpoint. Here, the guard is all business. We sit silently as he checks our Links. He takes each one and scans it, then does the same with each of us, making sure our Links match our implants. He spends a lot of time with Micah’s until, finally, Micah asks for his Link back. He messes with it for a moment before returning it to the guard.
“It’s been having problems lately,” Micah says. “I think it’s time for an upgrade.”
The guard frowns for a moment, stares at the screen, then at Micah. His jaw clenches and he takes in a deep breath.
“This is an inner zone,” he says. “What’s your reason for coming here?”
This time, when Ashley explains that it’s an extra-credit project for summer school, he just stands there tapping his thumb on his own Link, waiting for us to come clean.
“We swear it,” Ashley insists. “It’s part of our community service commitment.”
“And the NCD permit? How does that fit in?”
“My brother works for the department,” I explain. “Eric Daniels? You probably know him.”
The guard just stares.
“We’re doing a survey in conjunction with the police department. It’s on…”
“Potential sources of outbreak transmission,” Kelly says.
The guard sighs. “Zombie freaks. Okay. Just don’t go anywhere restricted. Heed the signs. Don’t get in any trouble. Fines are doubled in an inner zone. And remember the curfew.”
We all breathe a sigh of relief as he waves us through.
“Outbreak transmission?” I ask Kelly, once we’ve pulled away.
“I had to say something. You guys were totally boffing it back there.”
“Thanks,” I say. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.” I lean over and grab his face for another kiss.
“Aw, sheesh,” Ash complains. “Not again.”
We stop at a traffic light, and dutifully wait for it to change, even though there are no other cars around. I glance down and see an empty water taxi stand just outside the old Grand Central Station. A bunch of obsolete train cars had been hoisted onto the rooftop platform and converted into high-priced restaurants and hotels. They all stand empty and rundown now. Grass sprouts out of every corner and crack.
“Take a left here,” Reggie says, checking his Link. Micah turns on his blinker, making Reggie snort and shake his head.
After a few more minutes, the buildings thin out, become shorter, squatter. Then the vista suddenly opens up. We all exhale as one as the dull gray desert of the East River spreads out before us, as if it’s the most wondrous thing we’ve ever seen. In truth, it kind of scares me.
“According to my Link,” Micah says, “we’re almost where the opening should be. Just a few hundred feet .”
We all look down, but of course there’s nothing to see. It’s not like there’s going to be a blinking sign pointing the way: Access to illegal tunnel to LI.
Micah pulls into a deserted parking structure and stops the car. We’re the only ones there. We get out and follow Reggie, who’s got his Link held in front of him like a divining rod. After a few minutes, we reach the end of building and he points out about a hundred feet. “Should be right about…there.”
All I can see is a big gaping pool of water, roughly three hundred feet wide. It stretches out for at least a quarter mile until we lose it in the distance.
“Look! You can see the sides of the entrance ramp there!” He thrusts his arm to the right and, sure enough, we can see part of the ancient roadway surfacing a few hundred feet away, looking like the tongue of sleeping beast hanging out of its wet mouth. He swings his hand in the opposite direction and adds, “So, that walkway there should be the old overpass covering the mouth of the tunnel.”
Ashley pulls out the reassembled tablet and boots it up. The thirty or so seconds it takes feels like forever. Old tech, I think to myself. How did people ever have the patience for it? Makes me realize how lucky we are to be constantly connected, constantly on.
When it’s ready, Ash opens an old photograph of the tunnel entrance and we all crowd around to see. The resolution’s horrible, but now we can see the familiar landmarks. The walls look to have been constructed from hewn stone. The tunnel opening stops approximately twelve or fifteen feet below the top of the overpass. Now, only the upper five or six feet of the structure are above water, but there’s a muddy high tide line just below the surface of the road.
“Must be connected to the river here,” I say.
Micah nods. “Half of lower Manhattan is.”
There’s no water in the photo, of course, just ancient cars going into and out of the tunnel.
“Shall we try and get closer?” Micah says, extending his elbow to Ashley.
She twines her arm around his and answers, “We shall.” They’re acting like this is all a game. I’m actually feeling a little giddy myself.
Micah, Kel and I follow. We go down a couple flights of stairs and reach a sidewalk that surrounds the building. To the left is a loading platform for watercraft. It’s probably less than fifteen years old, but it looks much older. To the right, the walkway arches out past the edge of the building.
Kelly holds back. “Seriously, guys? What are we doing? So we get closer. Then what? How’re you going to know if the tunnel’s open?”
“We draw straws,” I joke. “The winner gets to go swimming.”
They all look at me. But I shake my head. “Except me. I left my medicine at home.”
It’s got to be one of the lamest things I’ve said in a long time, and a really bad excuse to boot. Reggie laughs at me. He shakes his head and says, “Nobody’s going swimming. We’re just scoping things out today. I just want to see how close we can get. Next time we come back—tomorrow, maybe, or Saturday—we’ll be better prepared.”
“Prepared for what?”
Reggie raises his eyebrows at Kelly. “Duh. A little exploratory work.”
This clearly doesn’t please Kelly. He drags his feet while the others follow Reggie. I lag behind to walk with him.
“What’s this all about?” I ask him, when the others are out of earshot. “Why are you acting like this all of a sudden?”
“What do you mean, Jess?”
I roll my eyes. I don’t know what else to say that won’t make things worse, so we walk along for a few more minutes without speaking. Then he elbows me and gives me a wry smile. “I can’t believe you forgot your inhaler. Tsk, tsk. What’s the Colonel going to say?”
“Grandpa doesn’t know.” I shove him playfully. “And he doesn’t need to find out, either.”
I’ve used the inhaler my entire life. I’m supposed to carry it around with me all the time and puff on it three times a day, so it’s become almost habit. But I do forget on occasion, and when my grandfather finds out, he gets all OCD about it and interrogates me for like the next week. How am I feeling? Have I taken all three doses? Do I feel sick?
Most of the time I can honestly answer that I’m following my regimen, but sometimes I forget. Like today. I’d forgotten to take it out of my gear bag this morning and left it at home.
I shrug and tell Kelly that we’ll be back soon and I’ll just take a dose then. “It’s not like I’m going to drop dead if I don’t. It’s just an immunity booster.”
The truth of the matter is, I’m not exactly sure what it’s supposed to do. I’ve always been told by the doctors that it’s to help stave off infections, but they’ve never really clearly explained what’s wrong with me that I should need it.
Sometimes I hate having the inhaler; it makes me feel weak and vulnerable. Other times, though, I’m glad for it. Like, for example, whenever I want to get out of having to do gym class, I just hold it up and complain that I feel like I’m coming down with something. It’s a lot easier and less embarrassing than saying I’m having menstrual cramps.
We reach the end of the walkway. Ash and Micah have stopped and are leaning out across the railing. They’re looking down into the darkness below us. “The opening’s right here,” Ash says, even though there’s no way she can possibly see it. “Does it look to you like it’s open?”
I look down, but it’s too dark and the sunlight keeps bouncing up and into my eyes. I try to lean further over. Before I realize what’s happening, there’s a flash of color off to the side, a splash, and water sprays up at us. I stumble back gasping and wiping it from my face.
“What the hell was that?”
“Dude!” Reggie exclaims. He’s got a huge smile plastered over his face. “Kelly is what happened, that’s what. Crazy mother fucker. What’d you say to him to make him jump, Jessie?”
“Kelly?” I shout, running back over to the railing and looking down, but there’s nothing to see. “I didn’t tell him to jump, you idiot!”
This shuts him up.
“Don’t just stand there! Do something!”
But nobody moves. Nobody wants to jump into that murky water. We all wait and count the seconds.
Thirty heartbeats pass. Then forty… Fifty…
Sixty.
“Kelly,” I moan.
A minute and half is gone just like that and now I’m really starting to get scared. Ashley’s eyes have grown wide, too. She’s got her fingertips in her mouth. She’s chewing on her nails. Even Reggie and Micah are beginning to look a little nervous.
“It’s barely two minutes,” Micah says. “I can hold my breath for two minutes. Hell. I could hold it for three if I needed to.”
But all I can think is that it’s Kelly we’re talking about, not Micah. Kelly’s not conditioned for holding his breath.
“How long?” I ask. Nobody answers. “How long!”
“Three minutes.”
“Kelly!” I scream. “Kelly!”
Then everyone’s yelling, shouting his name. Reggie’s peeling off his shirt and getting ready to climb onto the railing. Micah begins to kick off his shoes. But we’re all interrupted by a shrill whistle coming from man in a dark green uniform. He starts running toward us.
“You there! You kids! Stop right there! There’s no swimming here.”
Reggie’s standing on the first rail, leaning his knees against the top rung, looking like he’s going to jump in anyway. The cop blows his whistle even harder and waves his EM pistol frantically at us. Now he’s about a hundred feet away.
“Our friend fell in!” Micah shouts. “He fell in! It was an accident. We need help!”
The cop reaches us, his feet slapping the sidewalk. He’s panting and I’m sobbing by then. So’s Ashley.
“Our friend fell in! We have to save him!”
“You can’t go down there,” the cop says. He’s an older man, graying at the temples. His face is rough and scarred. He shoves his pistol back in its holster but keeps his hand on it. “It’s dangerous. Bad currents. Can’t you see the signs?” He points.
“But our friend—”
Just then there’s a watery gasp from below us and Kelly’s head pops up. His face is blue and his eyes are bulging. He scrambles to grab onto something, but the edge of the overpass is too far out of reach. The cop bends down under the railing. He leans over and extends his baton.
“Grab onto this, young man.”
Kelly gets a hold of the baton, but he’s too weak to pull himself up. Reggie joins the cop. He reaches down and grabs both of Kelly’s arms and he lifts him out of the water like he’s nothing but a stack of wet laundry. Kelly shoots up and manages to grab the lowest rail.
Reggie slips out from underneath and quickly repositions himself over the railing. “Hold on!” Kelly hurtles over it and smacks down on the walkway, where he collapses in a wet, shivering heap.
I rush over and wrap my arms around him. He places his face in the crook of my neck. His skin is cold and there’s a scratch on his cheek that’s just starting to pink up with fresh blood. I notice he’s hiding it from the cop.
“There’s no swimming here,” the officer repeats. “I could have you arrested.” He gives us a stern look and keeps it on us a few seconds longer than necessary. We all know what that means. An arrest like this would go on our permanent record and add time to our LSC, time that would, without a doubt, get front-ended.
He sighs and shakes his head. “What are you kids doing down here anyway? This is no place for young folks like you to be. You should be at home enjoying the summer break.”
We all look around at each other. Finally, Ashley manages to say, “School project?”
The cop snorts. “Right, like I’m supposed to believe that.”
“We were just looking for some privacy,” Reggie says. He sidles up to Ash and wraps his arms around her.
The cop sizes them up for a moment—giant Reggie and diminutive Ash—then he looks at me and Kelly. Finally his gaze settles on Micah and we can all see that he’s figuring out the math. His eyes flit around, as if he expects to see another person to be hiding somewhere.
But he just shakes his head again and tells us the next time he comes by we had better be gone. “This is a class B zone,” he tells us. “Only authorized individuals are allowed in here. It’s not a… It’s not a motel.”
He turns on his heels and walks away, much to our surprise. He doesn’t even bother to scan us.
“Class B?” Reggie whispers in disbelief. “Man, we are so lucky he didn’t bust us.”
Class A would be the East River, of course. The penalty for trespassing there wouldn’t be arrest or LSC years. It would be vaporization by one of the mines.
When the sound of the cop’s shoes on the pavement fades away, I turn back to Kelly and shake him. “What the hell were you thinking jumping in there? You almost drowned!”
He slowly raises his eyes, but he doesn’t look at me. It’s Reggie he stares at, his eyes dark and penetrating. “Well, Reg, you wanted to know if the tunnel’s open. I got your answer.” He takes in a shuddering breath and looks at the rest of us.
“Blocked?” Reggie asks.
Kelly shakes his head. He shivers again and says, “Open. All the way through.”
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Chapter 5
 
 
“How do you know?” Ashley asks. “How could you possibly know it’s open all the way through?”
“Currents,” Kelly replies, pushing me away a little. I think about the cop mentioning currents and realize he’s right. In order for there to be currents, the tunnel must be open.
“They’re actually pretty strong down there. It was almost like getting sucked into a drain. Lucky for me, the current was pushing me back out, otherwise…” He doesn’t finish. He doesn’t need to.
He coughs, spits. “I ended up grabbing onto some old wiring or something and pulling myself along the ceiling. I went as far as I could before I ran out of air and needed to turn around.”
“That was some crazy-ass shit, man,” Reggie says.
Kelly locks eyes with Reg and doesn’t answer. After a few seconds pass, he combs his dripping hair away from his forehead with his fingers.
“I thought I’d just let the current push me back out, but then my shirt got caught on something.” He lifts his arm to show us the tear under his left sleeve.
I don’t know why the next thought pops into my head, but suddenly I wonder if the cop happened to notice the rip. Why that would matter I don’t know, but the whole encounter strikes me as odd, forced. Why would he just take off like that without even scanning us? And what does Kelly know that he’d want to hide the scratch from him?
Kelly laughs weakly and shakes his head. “I sort of panicked, thinking it was one of those sewer gators you always hear about.”
“Urban myth,” Micah says.
“I guess I freaked out. I lost my air. I tried to kick. Whatever it was holding me tore away. I felt my shirt rip and the next thing I knew, I was shooting back out with the current. Good thing too, because I don’t think I’d have made it out if it was even another second or two. I’d probably have inhaled a gallon of water and sunk straight to the bottom.”
“What do you think it was?” Ashley asks. “That snagged you, I mean.” She has this worried look on her face. We can all see what she’s thinking, but nobody wants to say it.
Kelly shrugs. “Loose panel or something. Maybe a jammed log or a pipe. I don’t know. It was too dark to see. There’s got to be a ton of crap washed down into there, just not enough to block the flow entirely. The current’s definitely strong enough to move a lot of water, so there’s got to be spaces wide enough for a person to swim through.”
I lean back and study Kelly and wonder why he’s suddenly stopped being so resistant.
“Or maybe it was a zombie,” Reggie jokes.
He suddenly laughs and slaps Kelly on the back and makes appreciative sounding noises. “Just kidding, brah. But, man, that was totally off-the-wall, what you did.”
Everyone nods, but I’m still furious.
“Why?” I scream at him. “You’re the last person I would’ve expected to do something stupid like jump into the river!”
“It’s not the riv—”
“I don’t care what it is! You could’ve drowned.”
He shrugs and sighs. “Maybe that’s why I did it,” he says, studying my face. “I don’t know. Maybe I just realized that you’re always right about stuff and I’m wrong and such a stick in the mud all the time. I just figured I’d see for myself.”
“You could’ve lied about it,” Micah quietly says. “You could’ve told us it was gated or something. We wouldn’t have known any better.”
“Believe me, I thought about it. But while I was struggling to untangle myself, I don’t know, I guess I just thought, really?” He looks at Reggie. “I still think it’s a bad idea, though. Nothing changed my mind about that.”
Reggie shakes his head.
“Besides,” Kelly goes on, “there’s the other tunnel, the Brooklyn Battery. If I told you this one was blocked, knowing you guys, we’d just end up going over there and checking that one out. Am I right?”
A couple of us shrug and murmur our agreement.
“Guys?” Ashley says, interrupting the boys. “I hate to break up this little discussion, but maybe it’s time we cleared out of here. I don’t know if that cop was serious, but I don’t want to find out. He said he’d be back, but he didn’t say when.”
Reggie and Micah help pull us to our feet. Despite the warmth of the day, Kelly is still shivering. The scratch on his cheek has stopped bleeding, but now it’s puckered out white and angry-looking on his pale face. He lifts his shoulder to wipe it away, wincing, and a fresh thin line of blood appears.
“Don’t do that,” I tell him. “You’ll only make it worse.”
“How’d it happen?” Micah asks as we walk back to the car.
Kelly shrugs. “Like I said, it was dark. Whatever it was that snagged my shirt scratched my face too, I guess.”
I take a closer look. There are three parallel scrapes, each separated from the other by about a half inch. They look like claw marks. Only the middle one is deep enough to break the skin. “Just make sure you put some antibiotic on it when we get back,” I say.
“Yes, Mom,” they all chorus.
I frown at them. “Hey, it may not be the East River per se, but it’s still pretty nasty water.”
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Chapter 6
 
 
I wasn’t worried about Kelly getting some nasty bacterial infection. I was worried about him coming down with something worse.
Ash’s grandmother, Junie, used to joke about how, when she was my age, having unprotected sex could kill you. She passed away last year, quite unexpectedly. She could remember a time before the implants, before zombies. Back when diseases like AIDS and diabetes and cancer worried people. She’d laugh her bitter laugh because she knew things are a lot worse now, when there are diseases that don’t just kill you, but raise you back up again.
“I hope they put me into The Game,” she started saying to us, shortly before she died.
“Don’t joke about it,” Ashley told her.
“I’m serious, girl.” Of course, we all knew it was highly unlikely she’d get her wish. Only the freshest and fittest of the recently deceased ever get recruited to be Players. “And think of the money it would bring the family.”
“We don’t need the money,” Ash told her. But even I knew that wasn’t true.
“But that’s not why.”
“Then why, G-ma? You know the lifespan of a game zombie is only a few weeks. Months at best, depending on your Operator.” She shuddered; I knew she was remembering some of the scenes we’d watched on Survivalist.
“What they’re made to do in The Game can be pretty brutal.”
“I’ve seen that program, dear. I know. That’s why I think it would be better. I’d rather spend my Life Service commitment doing that.” G-ma Junie closed her eyes then and sighed, nodding. “A few brutal weeks. Who cares? I won’t even know because I’ll be dead. And if I’m dead, I want to be dead dead, not standing in some remote border outpost as a deterrent to trespassers or strapped to a bomb in Mexico. I just want to be laid to rest.”
Of course, nobody gets ‘laid to rest’ anymore. They don’t do burials. Everyone gets incinerated. After their LSC is completed.
Since her G-ma’s death, Ashley has been talking more and more like that, too. “I’d rather just go quickly in The Game, even if it’s to act out some sick fantasy of some sick rich fuck. Better that than be put to work cleaning sewers for three years or pulling guard duty. Although getting blown up would be a quick way to go, don’t you think? I could be an Omega.”
I remember once how Eric told me we probably won’t have to worry about reaching our LSC age.
I knew he wasn’t talking about a cure, or a change in the laws. He was talking about another outbreak happening, a real bad one. Global in reach, total in nature. An outbreak that wouldn’t be quelled like the others.
There wouldn’t be anyone left to quell it.
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Chapter 7
 
 
Kelly’s clothes have stopped dripping by the time we get back to the car. We stop and wait for him to dump the water out of his shoes and wring his socks and shirt out. While we do, we see the cop from earlier walking past us down below. He’s clearly checking to make sure we’re gone, but he doesn’t look up, so he doesn’t see us.
Micah complains about his seat getting wet, so we just hang around and talk about nothing much while Kelly dries off some more.
“Do you really think we could do it?” Ash asks. “Do you think we could actually get to LI?”
I look out in the direction of Long Island, past the edge of the parking structure, out past the tunnel opening. I can’t actually see it because there’s another building in the way, but I can feel it out there. I shrug. Nobody answers.
Micah and Ash eventually drift away with their heads bent over the tablet. Reggie seems uncomfortable around us, so he trails along after them.
I turn to Kelly and smack him on the arm. “You scared the crap out of me, Kelly Corben.”
He inhales, clears his throat. “I didn’t jump, Jess.”
“What? You fell?”
“I was pushed, Jessie. Somebody pushed me. I’m pretty sure it was Reg.”
“He wouldn’t do something like that!”
“How can you be so sure?”
“He’s your friend, Kelly. Our friend. He’s not—”
Kelly wraps his goose-fleshed arms around me and I squirm from the coldness of his skin and his clamminess, but he holds me ever tighter and won’t let go. “Maybe you’re right,” he says. “Maybe I just slipped.”
But he doesn’t sound at all convinced. He sounds like he’s humoring me. But I’m not amused. I give him another long, hard look.
He closes his eyes and leans his head back against the wall. I want to smack him again, but how can I? Something deep down inside of me knows what he said is possible. He and Reg have always been competitive. Micah’s always been the alpha male in our gamers’ club. The other two accepted that long ago, leaving open the question of who was second. 
Boys! I think. Why’d it always have to be about power?
Thankfully, Micah returns a moment later. He asks where Ashley and Reggie are. He’s ready to leave.
“I thought they were with you.”
He shakes his head. We’re all thinking the same thing.
“Idle hands do the devil’s work,” he mutters, rolling his eyes. “I wonder where Reggie’s hands are idling right about now.” He holds them out, illustrating exactly what he means so there’s no question.
“That’s disgusting! We’re in a parking garage.”
He laughs as he opens the car door and leans in to push on the horn. I stifle the urge to tell him to stop. He doesn’t even seem to care that we’re not supposed to be here.
“Ash!” he shouts. His voice echoes in the otherwise empty structure. “Reg! Come on, you pervs. Time to go!”
Two or three minutes later, the pair comes jogging over. Ashley’s face is flushed, and Reggie’s got his usual smile plastered on his face. Before any of us can say anything or tease them, Ash frowns at us and says, “Don’t even think it. We kept our clothes on. We were just doing a little scouting.”
We get back into the car. Kelly sits in the front this time, since he’s still damp and nobody wants to sit next to someone who smells swampy. Ashley gets the hump this time in back, between me and Reg. I sit behind Micah, but I study Reggie’s face for any indication he did what Kelly says he did. But there’s nothing there.
“The cop makes a regular pass,” Ashley says after we’re back on the road. “We watched him. He does a circuit of some kind. It looks like it takes him almost exactly sixty minutes to do it.”
I give her a questioning look.
“And what did you guys do?” she asks me, pretending to act all innocent.
“Not much,” I say, but I steal another glance at Reg. He looks over at me, the same inquiring look on his face as Ash’s. It’s impossible to read him.
Kelly scratches his head. “Doesn’t it seem strange to you that there’d be a cop patrolling? On foot? I mean, why? Nobody’s going to be wandering around down there. The place is deserted.”
“We were.”
Micah’s shoulders lift and fall as he drives, but he keeps his eyes on the road. Kelly frowns. The question remains unanswered, though not forgotten. It’s just that none of us knows if there is an answer.
After that, the conversation drifts. We pass through the checkpoints and the guards don’t even bother to scan our Links. Going out is a hell of a lot easier than going in. One guard checks the trunk of the car, but that’s the most any of them does. Does he think we’re carrying illegal contraband or something?
Micah drops me and Kelly off at my house. Nobody’s home, so we take a risk and jump into the shower together while Kelly’s clothes get washed.
We begin soaping each other down, but as much as I want to mess around, it’s clear Kelly’s mind is anywhere but on sex. We quickly rinse and towel off. I throw the clothes into the dryer while Kelly sits in my room wrapped in a towel and my robe.
“You look cute,” I tell him. He looks over distractedly and turns back to his Link. I go over and peek over his shoulder. “What are you doing?”
“Looking up whatever I can find out about LI. You know, history and stuff.”
“You know nothing that’s on the public Streams is reliable.”
He nods. “Still, better to be prepared.”
“I thought…”
“What?” He looks up expectantly.
“Nothing.”
The sanctioned history claims that the wall was first built around the island to stop the spread of infections. But the outbreaks kept on happening anyway. The government says it’s because of sabotage, but that’s not what most people believe. Some of the more recent outbreaks have been as far away as Seattle and Los Angeles. But they don’t get much play on Media. They’ve been small, a few hundred cases at the most, and quite easily contained. In fact, there was nothing like the panics caused by the ones on the East Coast. It’s like we’ve gotten used to them happening. Nobody even bothers to be worried anymore. We’ve all become desensitized.
There are a ton of theories circulating about how the outbreaks happen. Some people believe they’re caused by mosquito-borne transmission. There’s rumors that the original genes used to make the first Zulus came from a virus called dengue, which was spread by mosquitoes.
Grandpa says that’s impossible. He says dengue was eradicated after the plague of 2012 by this scientist who blocked the virus’ ability to replicate inside mosquitoes. The scientist’s name was Stephen something—Archangel, maybe—I can’t remember, and there’s nothing about it on the Stream.
Other people think the infection can be transmitted through the water. That’s why I didn’t like Kelly getting scratched today. I know it’s just being paranoid, since zombies don’t last very long in water. But you never know. Maybe the zombie germ does.
The truth is, nobody knows for sure how it happens. They don’t even know what causes the disease in the first place.
Except maybe the government, and they’re not talking.
“Why’d they move the Omegaman training facilities off LI?” I ask Kelly. “After the second flood, I mean.”
“Well, the island was pretty much a lost cause,” he answers, reciting history that both of us supposedly learned years back. I’ve since forgotten so much of it. The explanation sounds familiar, but it also sounds too convenient, like a lie. “The Army Corps of Engineers went in and walled it off and evacuated any people still alive.”
That was the official account. Unofficially, I’ve heard there weren’t any of them left.
“Grandpa says the Marines moved the Omegaman training facilities to Washington State seven or eight years ago. He says they were just going to let the remaining IUs keel over.”
Most zombies just sort of run out of energy after a while, contrary to the old stories about them. Without human flesh, they’d last maybe a year. After a dozen years, the place would essentially be free of them.
About four or five years ago, Arc Properties went in and reclaimed some of the zones. They said they were going to do a survey. While they claimed to have found a few active zoms, the ones they did find were so slow that they were harmless. Of course, nobody cared a whit by then. Nobody wanted to go and re-inhabit the island.
Year before last, Arc Properties converted one of the zones into a new type of gaming arcade, which they called Gameland. They imported a whole new crop of fresh zombies as Players.
“Arc,” Kelly spits. “Bastards.” It’s the only time I’ve ever heard him say anything bad about the company. It comes as such a surprise now because for the past couple of years, the rest of us talked about joining the company after high school and Kelly was actually pretty supportive of it, even though he had different plans.
“What, Kel?”
He shakes his head bitterly. “Rich bastards. All they care about is money. Did you know it costs a million bucks to buy into The Game? And that’s not even for a good zombie, but an older one, probably with a first gen L.I.N.C.”
I frown, wondering where this hostility is coming from and why he’s all of a sudden talking about Arc and The Game.
“People who have that kind of money should use it for good instead of just throwing it away. If I were that rich, I’d make sure Kyle got treated.”
I lean away from him.
His eyes clear. “Sorry, Jess. I guess I’m just a little tired after everything that’s happened today.”
He gets up and fetches his clothes from the dryer. “Think I’ll head home.”
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Chapter 8
 
 
Ashley pings me that evening. Thankfully, she waits until after dinner this time. Grandpa and Eric are at each other’s throats again in the kitchen. At the moment, Eric’s shouting and Grandpa’s sitting there with his trademark military composure, which only seems to infuriate Eric all the more.
I close my bedroom door, muffling their voices.
“What’s up?”
“Reggie wants us to meet at his place,” Ashley says. “Can you come?”
“Right now? Um, I guess. What’s this about?”
Stupid question, of course. There’s only one thing it could be about.
“He’s figured out how we can do it.”
I snort. “Right.”
“Just be there, okay?”
As soon as she disconnects, Kelly pings me. “You hear?”
“Just got off with Ash, but she didn’t give any details, just told me to meet her at Reggie’s.”
“I guess they got equipment.”
“What equipment? Scuba gear? How?”
I slip into my sweater and sneakers as Kelly explains.
“Apparently Ash knows this guy whose uncle owns a shop on the edge of town.”
“A dive shop? Really? I don’t remember any dive shops around here.”
“Not so much a dive shop as a military surplus store.”
I pause to think. “Are you talking about Eppy’s over by the old hospital?”
“I guess. I stopped by Micah’s on the way home. He said they were going to meet with this guy Ash knows. They invited me to go with them.”
“Did you?”
“Reg was there.”
I can tell by the way he says it that he still believes Reggie pushed him over the railing down in lower Manhattan.
“So?”
“Anyway, I had to get home and help out with Kyle. But Micah pinged me just over an hour ago and said they got everything we’d need, even wetsuits.” He paused. “Apparently there’s a catch, though.”
“Yeah, money, that’s the catch.”
“Maybe. Micah didn’t say, just told us to come to Reggie’s tonight.”
“Wait, you knew about this an hour ago and you didn’t tell me?”
“Well… I didn’t want to ping you during dinner.”
I grumble, but I know he’s right. The last thing he’d want to do is interrupt my supper for a second day in a row, especially if he and the others hope to get me to come out afterward.
“Stop by and pick me up?” he asks.
“Yeah, give me about ten minutes. I think Grandpa and Eric are still arguing downstairs, so I’ll try and sneak out. Otherwise, I’ll have to think of something. I can’t just say I’m going over to Reggie’s.”
“Tell them you’re going to Ashley’s then.”
“That’s like two miles away. Eric’ll offer to drive. Then what?”
“You’ll figure it out.”
“I always do, don’t I?”
Eric is still ranting in the kitchen, going off about some plan to expand the duties of his department at work. He’s standing at the sink and flinging soapy water around as he washes the dishes, his back facing the doorway. “As if I don’t have enough paperwork to do already!”
Grandpa’s sitting in his chair leaning back. He’s got his hands laced behind his head and he isn’t moving. Just as I’m about to turn the corner, his chair turns and he looks at me. He doesn’t say anything, just looks.
“I’m, uh…” I point at the door. “I’m going over to Ash’s. Me and Micah and Reggie and…Kelly. They’re picking me up, so I don’t need a ride.”
He just sits there while I mess with the strap on my backpack. Finally he says, “Don’t forget your medicine.” Then he turns back around. Eric isn’t even aware of what’s happening behind him. He’s still talking a mile a minute.
I slip out into the night and hurry over to Kelly’s as fast as I can, afraid that if I turn around, I’ll see my grandfather standing there watching me.
“That was quick,” Kelly says.
“Yeah, well, things at my house are a bit explosive right now. Sounds like there’s something going on down at the police station.”
Kelly looks over. “Is everything all right?” He means did stealing a copy of Eric’s inner zone permit cause any problems.
I shake my head and say, “It was something about having to do more work.”
“Wonder if there’s been another outbreak.” He tilts his head like he’s thinking.
I shrug. “I haven’t heard anything about one.”
My brother works in the Necrotics Crimes Division. Basically anything to do with offenses committed by or against the Undead is his responsibility. It’s generally agreed that NCD is the suckiest job on the force, but it fits Eric’s personality to a tee.
“Can we talk about something else?” I ask, and Kelly nods.
Ten minutes later we’re standing on Reggie’s front walk. We hear a low whistle and see Micah standing in the shadows beneath some tall bushes. He waves us over. “This way. We’re in back.”
“Why all the secrecy?”
“Reg’s mom.”
Kel and I both nod. Mrs. Casey is the nosiest woman on the face of the planet. If she got a whiff of what we were planning, she’d be on it like a bloodhound on the trail of a killer.
We circle around the house to the garage. Reggie’s father had it converted years ago into a retro game room. There’s a pinball machine and some ancient video arcade games, a pool table with worn felt and a ping pong table. It’s totally lame, but the older generation seems to like it. That’s why we hang out at Micah’s instead, even though his basement is musty and the couch sags and smells like dogs and stinky feet and the downstairs bathroom should probably be condemned. Or at least fumigated.
“Hey guys,” Reggie says, meeting us at the door. He’s smiling. He hands me and Kel one of his father’s beers and waves us in. I see that Micah’s already got a bottle and that it’s nearly empty. “I hope your weekend’s clear, because we’re shooting for Saturday. Whoever can make it, that is.” He looks pointedly at Kel. “Right now there’s four of us.”
Kelly stops. “Four?” He looks over at me. I give him a quick shake of the head to indicate it doesn’t include me. “Who’s the extra?”
Reggie gestures with his beer behind us.
We turn just as someone says, “I am.”
Stepping out from behind Ashley is a boy. I recognize him immediately. His name is out of my mouth before I realize it: “Jake?”
Kelly does a double take.
“The kid from this morning?” he says. “This is the guy who was hitting on you at karate?”
Jake raises his hands. “Whoa, wait a minute. I wasn’t—”
“What are you doing here?” I exclaim.
“Wait,” Kelly says. His face is starting to turn red. “Let him finish what he was going to say. I want to hear this.”
I frown my displeasure, silently willing him to drop it.
“You two know each other?” Ashley asks, as she swings around Jacob to stand between him and Kelly. I can tell she’s amused by this unexpected development.
“No, they don’t,” I say. “Not really. And I just met Jake this morning.”
Ashley turns to him, raising her eyebrows. “You didn’t tell me—”
“Jessie gave me really good a workout,” Jake says, glaring back at Kelly.
Kelly takes a threatening step forward. I pull him back. “It was nothing,” I say. “We sparred. At the dojang. There weren’t any other students around so I—”
“No one else was around, Jess? You didn’t tell me that.”
“We weren’t alone, Kel! Rupert was there.” I turn to Ashley, eager to change the subject. “I don’t understand, Ash. How did Jake get involved in our little…outing?”
“He knows about LI. Everything. And Jake was my lab partner last year, so…”
I narrow my eyes. Ash always hated science. And yet I seem to remember she got an A in the class, though. “Just your lab partner?”
She shrugs and doesn’t take the bait. “Look, guys, we needed equipment. I got it for us. That’s all. There’s no conspiracy, no quid pro quo here.”
“Fancy words,” Kelly grumbles.
“So your uncle owns Eppy’s?” I say. “You’re that Jacob Esposito? Little Jacob?”
Jake nods. “Nobody’s called me ‘Little’ in a while.”
“I remember you!” Kelly says. “Little punk on the playground, always picking on the smaller kids. What’d you, like, grow a foot over the summer?”
“Something like that.”
Reggie comes over and manages to get between us all, somehow spreading us all apart to a safe distance. Kelly’s still glaring, but the look in his eyes is not as hateful as it was a moment ago. Now it’s filled with distrust.
“It actually works out having Jake join us,” Reggie says. “He’s a rescue diver and his uncle has all kinds of scuba gear. He’s agreed to let us borrow it.”
“Well, actually, it won’t be scuba gear. And Uncle Joe doesn’t know.”
“In exchange for what?” I ask.
Jake looks around at the rest of us. “For inclusion in your little party, of course. I thought that was clear. I want to be included.”
I narrow my eyes. “Why the hell would you want to break into Long Island? Don’t you know it’s illegal?”
“I do. And why would you?”
“Because we’re hackers,” I say. “Mostly anyway. Isn’t that what you called us this morning? Jackers? That’s what we do.”
“Maybe. But hacking isn’t the same as physically breaking into a Forbidden Zone.” He shrugs. “That’s where I can help. I’ve done all sorts of survival training. What can I say? I’m more of an outdoorsy type.” He pauses. “Computers, on the other hand, well, that’s just not my thing.”
“And now there’s an even number,” Reggie says, giving Kelly a look.
“Why is that so important?” he asks.
“The first thing they drill into your brain in survival training is that you partner up,” Jake answers. “You can do threes, but it’s best to have twosomes, especially in a dive group. You both watch each other’s back.” He glances at me, and I don’t know if it’s just my impression, but that hungry, animal-like look is back in his eyes. I feel Kelly tense up next to me, even though we’re not physically touching.
“And anyway,” Micah quickly adds, “once we told him we needed the equipment, it’s not like we could exclude him.”
“You’d squeal on us?” I ask.
Jake pauses just long enough before shaking his head. There’s little doubt what he’d do.
I sigh and throw my hands up in the air. “Fine.”
“I’m not fine with it!” Kelly shouts. “I don’t trust this guy as far as I could throw him.”
“Don’t go then,” Jake counters. There’s just a hint of a grin at the corners of his mouth.
“If Kelly doesn’t go, then I don’t go.”
Jake’s grin falters.
“Guys,” Ashley says. “Don’t be like that. Jake can partner up with Micah.” She gives Micah a wink.
Suddenly I’m not thinking about Jake and Kelly, but Micah. This new question enters my mind. In the year or so that I’ve known him, have I ever seen him with a girl? I mean, other than just hanging out with me and Ash. Micah’s always been the spare tire of our group, though it never felt like that big of a deal. There was never any jealousy at all.
Reggie raises his bottle for a toast. “Tomorrow, Jake’s going to give us a quick lesson on diving using this special gear he’s getting for us. Tonight, we plan. We need to figure out what to take. I’ll look at the tide charts, all that stuff. Then, assuming the currents are right, we’ll shoot for Saturday morning.”
“Tides are on a roughly six-hour cycle,” Jake adds, “so that’ll give us a few hours to hang out before we need to come back.” It bothers me how much he’s inserted himself into the plan. And into our group. It doesn’t feel right.
“Don’t worry, Jess,” Reggie says, misreading the concern on my face. “We’ll have you back home long before dinnertime.”
Micah and Ash clink bottles with him. I raise mine too, but don’t drink. I notice that two other bottles are missing: Jake’s and Kelly’s.
I sigh unhappily, feeling as if my pent up excitement and worry are at war with each other. We’re really going to do this. Or at least try.
But I’m not so sure I want to anymore.
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Chapter 9
 
 
“The oxygen rebreather was developed by NASA about a dozen years ago,” Jake explains, holding the odd-looking mask up so that we can all see it, “and further adapted by the Navy for short-term underwater use.”
It’s just after eight o’clock in the morning and we’re at the Page Mill levee and, except for some fishermen a few hundred yards away, we’re all alone. The fishermen don’t even bother to glance over at us. They look like they’re well into their second case of cheap beer, and by the sounds of their singing, it doesn’t appear they really care if they catch anything.
“Where’s the air tank?” Ashley asks.
It’s such a stupid question that I just know it has to be a set up.
Jake smiles. “I’m glad you asked that, Ash. By the way, I hope you don’t mind my saying, but you look really…nice today.” He turns to me and adds, “You both do.”
Kelly makes a sound of disgust and looks away. Ashley beams. Of course she looks nice, she’s wearing a skimpy white Ronnie Marx two-piece bikini that really highlights her red hair and green eyes. Not that any of the guys are looking at her hair or eyes. They’re checking out the other assets that suit is also highlighting.
I look down at my own outfit, a pair of dingy oversized gray workout sweats. Underneath, I’ve got on a relatively modest rainbow-colored two-piece with French-cut shorts. Suddenly I feel like a shapeless blob.
“Thank you, Jake,” Ash says, tossing her hair.
“What a loser,” Kelly murmurs, too quiet for anyone else to hear, and for once I have to agree.
“As I was saying, the rebreather was developed to take the place of an oxygen tank, but primarily for use in short-term situations and tight spaces, such as between airlocks and docked vehicles.”
“Are we traveling through any airlocks?”
Jake’s eyes narrow. “You could say the tunnel is one long airlock.”
“Just not in outer space.”
“No.” He clears his throat and continues. “The cartridge is perforated to allow pressure equalization. It’s essentially a cage protecting an inner Mylar sack that contains a catalytic converter—beads linked to a chemical that converts CO-2 back into good old fashioned O-2.”
“Ah, good old fashioned oxygen. It’s so much better than the new fangled stuff.”
I snort and hip check Kelly. “Just ignore him, Jake. Go on.”
“The rebreather wasn’t intended for underwater use, but the Navy has been employing them successfully for strategic missions, rapid insertions and near-surface operations in confined spaces. They’re a lot less bulky. Inert gasses, such as nitrogen are simply passed through the matrix, maintaining a proper balance and concentration relative to oxygen. That way your brain doesn’t think it’s either oxygen-deprived or in surplus. And that’s important because either of those scenarios will cause you to faint. I probably don’t need to tell you what happens if you faint while under water.”
“Maybe you should explain it anyways,” Kelly shouts. “You know, just in case Ashley hasn’t figured it out.”
I slap his arm and tell him to behave. Ashley gives him a dirty look and Reggie chuckles. Micah just sits and stares at Jake, whose confidence has all but vanished.
He disengages a canister from the hose attached to the mask and holds it up. It’s about the size of a tub of Cheezy Cheeze. “There’s enough chemical converter in one of these to last roughly three hours, give or take. Ample time for us to get through the tunnel and out the other side. But, just in case, each of us will carry a spare on our belt. They’re sealed. All you have to do is insert into the hose and twist.”
Just in case of what? I think. I don’t want to be underwater for more than hour. Then I wonder: How long does it take to swim a mile?
“Why not just use scuba tanks?” I ask.
“You have to be certified to get the tanks,” Jake answers. “And it’s illegal to rent them out to uncertified divers.”
“Isn’t what we’re doing already illegal?”
“Look, guys,” Micah says, inserting himself in front of Kelly, “it’s either the rebreathers or we don’t go. Jake’s uncle would definitely notice six dive tanks missing. But these?” He holds one up. “They’re cheap and disposable. They’ve got cases of them in the store.”
“What the hell for?”
“Military surplus,” Jake says. “Uncle Joe bids on closed crates at auction. He gets whatever he gets. You’d be surprised what people will come into the store to buy.”
“We’ll also pack a third set in a waterproof pack for the return,” Micah says, steering the discussion back to the trip.
“Talk about overkill,” Kelly whispers.
“Better safe than sorry,” Jake replies.
“Who put you in charge anyway?”
“Kelly! Stop it! Please.”
“The rebreathers work just like the old fashioned masks. Bite down on the mouthpiece and inhale. You also exhale through the mouth, but instead of the waste gas bubbling into the water and going to the surface, it goes into the bag and gets recycled.”
He tosses the rebreather into a box and comes up with a pair of goggles.
“Now, with scuba, to clear your goggles of leaks, you’d normally exhale through the nose. With these systems, you don’t want to do that because…why? Anyone?”
“You’ll lose your air?” Ashley quips.
“Exactly. The canisters don’t create oxygen, just recycle it. Lose it and it’s gone. So unless you have gills, I’d suggest you pay attention. These goggles are equipped with their own clearing mechanism.”
He points to a silver cartridge inserted into the elastic headband. It’s about the size of a large hotdog. “This is highly compressed air. Just push the button on the top …here…which releases a puff, thus forcing any water out the bottom. You can get as many as twenty puffs, but then that’s it, so make sure your goggles are a good fit. They should be tight and well sealed. Otherwise you’ll be looking out through water goggles for the rest of the dive.”
“Speaking of the water, are we actually going to get in it today?” Kelly asks. “Or are we just going to sit here and listen to you?”
Jake’s ability to ignore Kelly reaches its limit. His face flushes and he fumbles the mask. He was so confident last night, so confrontational, that I almost don’t recognize him now. It sort of worries me, because it makes me wonder if he’s a little bipolar. There’s enough emotional drama in our group without adding his baggage to it.
“I, um,” he stutters, “was going to say it’s time to get—uh, to put on the equipment.” He quickly turns and picks up a box behind him. “There’s another crate in my van with wetsuits, weight belts, and fins. Everyone gets a set. I took a guess on the sizes.” He looks at Reggie and adds, “Although some might be a little tight.”
Reggie grins and turns to Ash and says, “The tighter the better.” She slaps his arm and sticks out her tongue. But then she thrusts out her chest at him and laughs.
“Let me know if you need any help getting it on.”
“Let me know if you need help getting it off,” Ash counters.
The rest of us are used to this, but Jake’s face turns so red that I’m afraid he’s going to spontaneously combust or something.
To distract himself, he launches into a lecture on fitting and prepping our goggles. The spitting part to keep them from fogging up amuses Reggie, of course. He makes a show of hocking a nasty loogie into the lenses, much to Ashley’s disgust.
We don’t get to use the rebreathers right away. Rather, Jake has us snorkel around a bit near the shore so we get used to being in wetsuits and flippers and being neutrally buoyant, which I seem to be having trouble with.
At first I have too much weight on my belt and keep sinking. I quickly grow tired from trying to keep myself at the surface. It’s frustrating, especially since nobody seems to be noticing. Kelly’s ignoring me as he paddles around twenty feet away, as if he can actually see anything in the murky depths below us now that we’ve stirred up all the mud. Finally I give up and waddle ashore to take some of the lead weights off.
“Here, let me help you,” Jake says, startling me. I’d thought he was still in the water. He yanks my belt and it falls from my waist. Holding one end up, he threads a pair of one-pounders off. “You don’t need as much weight because you’ve got so little body fat.”
I know what he’s thinking. Although I’m not flat-chested, I’m definitely not well-endowed, either. And he obviously hasn’t seen my fat ass.
But pointing these things out to him isn’t going to make things any better. We’re already stressed enough.
He reapplies my belt, checks to make sure it’s snug, then waves me back toward the water. “Just let yourself relax,” he says confidently.
Without Kelly standing right there, his nervousness has vanished.
I look out over the surface of the lake to where the others are still paddling around and find Kelly’s faded blue swim trunks and his lily-white legs. He hasn’t even noticed I’m not there with him. So much for buddying up.
After the belt adjustment, staying at the surface turns out to be so much easier. Diving down to the bottom and coming back up for air takes very little effort, too. It’s only ten or twelve feet down and, with the flippers, only three or four quick kicks before I’m there. Once I get to the bottom, I relax. My body just sort of sits there, swaying gently with the movement of the water, neither rising nor sinking. It’s just as I imagined being weightless would be like.
After a brief break and a light snack, we try out the rebreathers. Ash immediately gets into trouble with hers, complaining that she keeps forgetting and exhaling out through her nose, which means she has to surface to get a fresh lungful of air. I can see it in everyone’s eyes: What we’re doing isn’t just dangerous, it could be fatal if we don’t pay attention.
After about the fourth or fifth time this happens, Micah lays into her. He tells her there won’t be air pockets inside the tunnels. The frustration is written all over his face. He’s worried about her, but I can see that he’s only trying to scare her into remembering. “You need to remember not to exhale through your nose, Ash,” he practically shouts, “or else you’ll be in deep shit.”
“I’ll try,” she says. Her lip quivers. I want to go over and protect her, but I know it’s for her own good. She needs to try harder.
“No,” Micah snaps. “Don’t try. You have to remember. Do whatever you need to do to remember, even if that means sticking corks up your nose.”
Ash glares at him and we all stop and wait for it, the inevitable outburst. I can tell she’s close to breaking. If there’s anything I know about her, it’s that she hates appearing weak. That’s why she’s always got this tough-as-nails exterior. Inside, though, she’s fragile.
But then she snorts and laughs. “Anyone got any ABC gum? You know, already been chewed? I can stick that up my nose.” And the tension melts away.
After another twenty minutes, during which Ash stays completely submerged, Jake takes us to the other end of the levee. There are some ruins, giving us a chance to explore a little while practicing moving around and through obstacles.
“Make sure you always know where your partner is. The idea is to get used to swimming while watching out for each other. And remember, we’re not here to become underwater salvage experts or anything. No wandering off.”
He hands us each a waterproof flashlight and tells us to follow him. We all obey, grimly glancing around at each other, yet barely able to restrain our excitement. Even Kelly’s eager to give it a go. There’s a glint in his eyes that wasn’t there earlier, despite his initial reluctance. I smile tentatively at him. He takes my hand and asks me if I’m having fun yet.
“I am now.” And I give his hand a squeeze. We quickly kiss, then splash into the water. We’re the last pair in.
The ruins are surreal, nothing like anything I’ve ever seen before! I mean, they’re only an old two story commercial structure that happened to be built on a low point of land before the flood, but still. For the first time, I really begin to appreciate the old buildings and stuff we lost when the waters rose and covered the Wastes. Whole worlds of forgotten places where, just a single generation before us, people lived and worked and played. They slept in these buildings. They made love and they…
They died.
My heart falters. I wonder if anyone died in here. Or drowned. I wonder if a person who had drowned would return. What would a zombie do after reanimating underwater?
We emerge from the one ruin and float over to the upper story windows of a second building. All of the glass has been broken out, most likely by the rising waters themselves, but maybe also by scavenger divers and thrill seekers. Nothing’s left inside. All the old furniture and fixtures are gone, leaving just an empty shell, which is now caked with mud and lake debris and storm wash.
Jake guides us through the rooms. I feel like I’m in the belly of a sleeping beast. Then a big, black hole opens up before us, an elevator shaft, gaping like the beast’s gullet. We crowd around him as he enters it.
He waits until we’re all there, then he shines his light down and we hover over the darkness that fills the space below like heavy water. We all look at each other and wonder the same thing: What’s down there? Jake’s beam of light gets soaked up before it hits bottom. It looks like a bottomless pit. Anything could be hiding in it.
He signals, flips over, kicks and begins to descend. Almost as effortlessly, Micah does the same and follows. Then go Reggie and Ash, just as smoothly, and I think that Jake was right, this is a lot easier than I’d expected. Kelly tugs on my arm and we head down.
The shaft continues for what seems like forever. I can feel my ears popping from the pressure. Some of the others can feel it too, because they’re puffing out their cheeks to clear our ears as Jake had shown us earlier. We rest for a moment until everyone’s ready again. I notice that Kelly keeps drifting upward and kicking himself back down. I make a note to remind him to use more weight tomorrow. I don’t want him to have to waste energy keeping himself down.
Suddenly, a thousand bubbles of air dance their way past me. I look down and see Ashley’s panicked face. Her flashlight, now forgotten, drifts down into the inky darkness as her hands flutter near her mask. Now I can see her trying to suck air out of a canister that’s mostly empty. Her eyes widen and she starts to kick herself up. She shoves Micah aside. But I can already guess that she’ll never make it out in time. We’re too far inside the building.
Jake shoots past us and grabs her leg. She kicks and kicks, but he doesn’t let go. I feel Kelly brush past me, aiming for Jake, thinking he’s trying to keep her from saving herself. But before he reaches him, Jake has yanked Ash’s goggles off and is holding it below her face. His thumb pushes the blue clearing button and a rush of air surges out and envelops her head. I see her open her mouth. She stops struggling.
After a moment, Jake gestures upward and we begin to surface. I take one last look down into the depths, to where Ashley’s flashlight has settled on the bottom of the shaft, its beam stabbing weakly into the unseen chambers. Then I follow.
“I can’t do this,” Ashley gasps, as soon as her head pops up out of the water. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”
Reggie swims over to her and grabs the front of her wetsuit and pulls her close to him. “You can,” he says. “You’re tougher than the rest of us put together, Ash. You’re tougher than me. You can do this.”
She looks around at us and we all dutifully nod. None of us wants her to back out now, least of all me. I don’t want to be the only girl in the group. But I’m also worried, and not just for her. I don’t think Reggie truly understands how difficult and risky this will be.
But to me it’s clear. Our margin of error is thinner than the edge of a razor.
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Chapter 10
 
 
After returning from our practice dive, we laze around in Micah’s basement. Micah’s halfway through a bottle of his parent’s scotch. Kelly’s back to playing Zpocalypto and Reggie and Ashley have disappeared.
Jake’s there, but he’s sitting on a folding chair on the other side of the room, watching from the shadows. Kelly reamed him on the way back for not telling us we could use the air in the goggles in an emergency. Jake claimed he was going to, that he wanted to drill into our heads not to rely on it, but it’s clear that Kelly doesn’t believe him. “What else have you forgotten to tell us?”
“Nothing.”
The tension is thick in the room, and I can tell Kelly’s just waiting for another excuse to say we’re all nuts for trying this. I’m relieved when Ash and Reg return and she grabs my arm and drags me upstairs to find something to eat.
I look for anything with protein, but all I can find is an open bag of stale peanuts. I take a handful and start munching on them. Meanwhile, Ash digs into a carton of mint chip ice cream.
“Want some, Jess?” she asks, holding it out so I can see how badly freezer burned it is. I shake my head and mumble something about keeping my girlish figure. Sugar and I don’t play well together. A moment on the lips, as they say, forty minutes on the treadmill. With my metabolism, even three solid hours a week of high intensity hapkido training can’t keep an ounce of chocolate from turning into a pound of butt-lard.
Ashley, on the other hand, seems to be able to subsist almost exclusively on a diet of sugar and caffeine. She never exercises, much to my amazement, and yet never seems to gain a pound. Granted, the girl isn’t exactly skinny to begin with, but neither is she fat. Her five-foot-five, hundred and twenty pound curvy frame is one hundred percent energy. She burns more calories just breathing for five minutes than I do over an entire tourney weekend.
“Besides, it looks too much like zombie flesh,” I tell her.
“Mmm, yum,” Ash replies, and we both laugh, even though it’s obvious why zombies happen to be on my mind. “You’d think Micah’s parents would have more food around,” she complains. “At least not expired food. Even the milk in here is old and chunky. What does Micah eat, anyway?”
“Duh. Take out,” I say, pointing to the overflowing trashcan.
I’ve never met his parents. Micah says his father is constantly away on business and his mother is constantly out of the country visiting relatives in Texas or Arkansas. According to him, she’s pretty useless.
I know all about useless mothers, have had plenty of experience with one myself, but it seems to me that Micah’s really only half correct: If his mom is useless, then didn’t that make his father just as bad? He’s never around either.
I’d once privately mentioned this to Kelly, but he just changed the subject. Of course, he’d had his hand stuck up my shirt at the time, so I couldn’t be sure his response actually counted for anything.
“Honestly,” I said, as he struggled with my bra, “has anyone ever seen his parents?”
“Really, Jess?” he complained. “You really want to talk about Micah now?”
“Not him, his parents.”
“They’re real. Don’t worry about it.”
There’s certainly enough evidence supporting their existence: the pictures hanging on the walls and sitting on shelves, the female hygiene products in the bathroom (yeah, I’m nosy, so just shoot me). Micah’s an only child so they can’t be anyone else’s but his mother’s. Plus, the packages addressed to them that I occasionally see sitting around on the counter.
Ashley gazes mournfully into the empty ice cream carton. “Think we should make a run to the grocery store?”
I shake my head. “It’s almost dinnertime.”
She shrugs, then sets the carton carefully down on top of the trash bin, being careful that it doesn’t topple the unsteady heap. I’m tempted to go over and gather the top of the bag and take it outside, but I know Ash would just tease me about being so motherly.
She grabs my hand as we head back downstairs. “I’m nervous about tomorrow,” she says. But before I can respond, we’re back downstairs, and I can sense she doesn’t want me to say anything about her confession. Still, I squeeze her hand to let her know that I understand and feel the same way.
The party breaks up shortly after that.
“Meet back here by seven tomorrow morning,” Reggie tells us. “High tide peaks at four, so we’ll have till about ten to take advantage of the outgoing current. That means we should be suited up and in the water by eight thirty. Nine, at the absolute latest.”
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Chapter 11
 
 
I don’t sleep a wink all night, so I’m dragging when I finally get up at five thirty the next morning after checking the clock a dozen times over the space of about ten minutes. A cold shower doesn’t even help. I don’t feel rested at all. I just feel jumpy.
The house is quiet when I creep down the stairs. Eric’s already gone to work, his lone breakfast bowl in the sink waiting for him to wash it after his shift at the police station.
Grandpa doesn’t eat breakfast. I don’t know if he ever did, now that I think about it. I can’t ever remember him doing anything but going out to the back porch for a smoke, his extra large mug of coffee in his hand, steaming into the air. Rain or shine. It feels like such an old habit that it makes me wonder if he’s always done that, even back when it would snow. It’s been twenty years since Connecticut was cold enough to get any. I bet he did.
I learned long ago to just leave him be. He doesn’t like company when he goes out to the railing. He just stands there looking out past our backyard and all the other backyards in the neighborhood. Looking south. He never talks about what he’s thinking. He never shares his secrets.
What does he see?
I don’t know.
But he’s not downstairs yet, so I grab myself some cornflakes and juice and sit down at the table to do a quick check on the Media stream.
Then I raid the cabinets.
I look for anything that won’t get ruined if it gets wet: granola bars hermetically sealed in plastic, a bunch of emergency waters in disposable bag containers, a couple oranges. I’m busy packing them into my backpack when I hear someone’s throat clear.
“Mom?”
She stands at the entry to the kitchen looking miserable, like a hangover that just won’t end, and I realize that pretty much sums things up with her—has pretty much summed them up for the past fifteen years. Her hair’s a mess and her nightshirt is stained and worn and has holes in the collar. She smacks her lips unappealingly, then scratches the underside of her left breast.
A shadow shifts behind her and some guy appears and brushes into the kitchen. He slaps her ass and grunts. It’s a different guy than the one she brought home yesterday afternoon.
Hey! I want to scream at him. He looks like the wife-beater type, but I could probably take him easily, knock him down a few rungs. “Never be the aggressor,” Master Rupert’s voice councils me. But my anger shouts even louder: Don’t treat my mother that way.
She grunts, and I think, Why do I even bother? If she doesn’t care about herself, why should I?
“What’re you doing, honey?” she asks me. The man, thinking she’s talking to him, mumbles something about beer.
I sigh. “Just getting some snacks for later.” I stare daggers at the man’s back, but they bounce harmlessly off. “I don’t know if I’ll have time to come home for lunch. In fact, I may be late for dinner.”
She slips from the wall, tilting like gravity can’t make up its mind today which way to pull. She seems to fall into the kitchen. For a split second I expect her to land splat on her face, and my heart almost stops. But she catches herself. She manages to limp to the table and sink into a chair.
Meanwhile, Mister Penis-du-jour is bent over in front of the fridge, probably confused by the milk jug sitting directly in front of the incomplete six pack of Hudson River Pilsner. Micah calls it Piss-ner and refuses to drink it. It’s that bad.
“Did you hear me?” I ask. “I might not be home for dinner.”
“Okay, honey.”
I give her a chuff of disgust before I snatch my backpack from the chair and whirl out of the room. As I do, I hear the top of a beer can pop open. Then a second. The front door slams behind me as I flee.
Kelly sees me from his bedroom window before I turn up his front walk. He intercepts me with a whistle. I tilt my head up and blink against the bright sunlight reflecting off the glass.
“Be right down, J,” he whisper-shouts.
I stand in the coolness of the porch overhang and wait. It’s already warm. The temperature is supposed to peak at just under a hundred today, and humidity is high. Just another average August day in Greenwich, and the thought of slipping into that cool water actually takes the edge off the fear gnawing at my gut.
The door creaks open and Kelly slips out. He gently closes it behind him, acting as if the soft click of the latch is as loud as a gunshot. I give him a questioning look and he exhales through his pursed lips. He gives me a quick shake of the head. I notice dark circles under his eyes.
When we get to the sidewalk, I ask, “You couldn’t sleep either?”
“It’s Kyle,” he says. “He’s finally sleeping now, but he had another rough night last night.”
I nod. Kyle’s had a tough go of it. He had kidney failure when he was barely two and almost died. He managed to get a new one, but he’s always sick. He often has these spells where he spikes a fever and screams as if he’s in terrible pain. Nobody knows why. The only thing that makes it stop is exhaustion. But he’s a light sleeper and even the slightest disruption can rouse him, starting it all over again.
I can see the strain of this most recent episode on Kelly’s face.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask. “I’ll stay home with you instead of going. They don’t need us.”
He turns to me, but the look on his face isn’t one of relief. Instead, he shakes his head and says. “No, I’m going.” Then he adds, “Someone’s got to pay the bills.” I know what he’s referring to, just not what he means. It’s such a random thing that all I can do is simply dismiss it, chalking it up to his fatigue.
The financial strain on the Corbens has been almost unbearable for them. Kelly’s dad works two jobs and his mom stays home to care for Kyle. Kelly has offered to start working a part time job—he’s also hinted that maybe he should go work for ArcWare after graduating—but his parents are adamant about him going to college.
He hoists his backpack onto his shoulders and together we head over to Micah’s.
“What’d you bring?” I ask.
“Lunch. Water. A few…other things.”
I nod. “Me, too.” But his pack looks much heavier than mine and I wonder what ‘other things’ means.
He sees me looking over. His eyes soften and he says, “It’s a surprise.”
“A picnic in zombieland? How romantic.”
He laughs. “Not exactly.”
Micah, Ash and Reggie are already waiting for us when we arrive, a few minutes after seven. I throw my pack into the trunk along with the rest of the gear: a couple other backpacks and a pair of large duffles.
“ ’Bout time you guys showed up. Thought you were going to back out.”
Reggie gives Kelly a long, meaningful glance, waiting for him to reply. But Kelly doesn’t respond. He opens the back door of Micah’s car and slides in. I notice he’s still got his backpack tucked under his arms.
“Not much of a morning person, is he?”
I roll my eyes and tell him to cut Kel some slack, that Kyle had a rough night. Reggie’s aware of the deets—they all do—and he immediately backs off. I’m glad. It just feels like so much of my effort is being spent on pretending everything’s fine between everyone to have to pile the Corbens’ situation on top of the mix.
I push in next to Kelly. He’s got his Link out and is scrolling through it. I peek over his shoulder and see the ArcWare logo flash by.
“Go back,” I say.
“What?”
“What was that?”
“Nothing. Just dumping a bunch of old messages.”
“Are you applying for a job at ArcWare?”
“I said it was junk, Jessie.”
“Can we go, folks?” Micah says, calling over to Reg. “We need to take advantage of the outgoing current. It’ll switch directions around ten. I don’t want to be fighting it.”
Ash and Reg pile into the car. Once more I’m relegated to the middle of the back seat, but it’s just a short drive out to the edge of town, so I don’t mind. We’re meeting Jake behind his uncle’s store. From there, we’ll head down to Manhattan.
When we arrive, Micah slowly drives around in back, where we see Jake’s van with its door popped open. All the windows of the whitewashed building are barred and there’s spotlights shining everywhere, even though the sun’s up.
After he stops, we all tumble out but leave the car doors open, as if we’re afraid of making any noise, setting off any alarms. Micah whistles and Jake slips out the heavily-screened metal door of the store. It bangs shut, making us all jump.
“Uncle Joe’s at an auction up in Albany,” he shouts down at us, grinning. “There’s nobody here.” He draws us around to the van and shows us the booty he’s gotten for us. “We’ll divvy it up when we get there.”
Looking at the hodge-podge of equipment, I suddenly realize how little planning we’ve actually done for this trip. Other than the diving part, that is, and figuring out when to go and come back. And even that now seems pitifully inadequate. For such a dangerous proposition, you’d think we’d be better prepared. It’s like we’re all in denial. It’s been such a surprise how easy everything has happened so far, relatively speaking, that nobody wants to tempt fate by questioning our good fortune.
But now I take the opportunity to bring up the possibility of encountering zombies. I know the others don’t believe there’ll be any, but still. “Shouldn’t we bring weapons?” I ask. “You know…just in case.”
Reggie wraps his arm around my shoulder and says, “You’re a black belt, aren’t you? Isn’t that considered a lethal weapon?”
Kelly rolls his eyes, but I have to give him credit for not freaking out about Reggie’s arm. It seems he can only be jealous of one guy at a time, and right now Jake gets the honors.
Jake holds up a bandolier and pulls a sick-looking knife out of a sheath. “We’ll each get one of these.” Then he pulls a couple of longer blades from one of the packs. “I’ve also got a couple machetes, if anyone wants one.” He runs his thumb along the edge so we can see that they’re not very sharp.
I shudder, and both Ashley and Kelly shuffle uneasily next to me.
Micah steps forward. “We won’t need them. They’re just going to be extra weight and get in the way. Besides, we’ll only be there a few hours. Four tops. We get in, take some pics for proof that we were there, do a little exploring, pick up a couple small souvenirs and…” He pauses and looks at each one of us. I can smell alcohol on his breath, but he appears to be perfectly sober. “Remember, we need to leave there by three o’clock at the absolute latest.”
“The Colonel,” I say, sighing. “Yeah, I know.”
“Actually, I was going to say because of the currents.”
“And the curfew,” Kelly reminds us.
“Who’s the Colonel?” Jake asks.
“My drill sergeant grandfather. He’s got it in his mind that I have to be home every night for dinner. He runs the house like he’s still a general and we’re his Omegas.”
Jake frowns in confusion. I wave it off. “It’s a long story.”
“Bottom line,” Micah says, trying hard to get us back on track, “we’re not there to take heads. Right, Reg?”
“Aw, why not?” he pouts. “I was all itching to kick some Undead booty!”
“There aren’t any, remember?” Micah says. “But in the unlikely event that we do see any, I’m pretty sure they’ll be so worn down and slow that you could sneeze on them and they’d fall over.”
“Speaking of sneezing,” Kelly says, turning to me, “did you remember to bring your inhaler?”
“You’re as bad as Grandpa,” I say, but when I pat my pockets I realize it’s not there. I remember taking it out right after breakfast for the first of my three daily puffs, but then…
Then Mom and her creepy new boyfriend happened. I must’ve left it on the counter.
I wince, waffle for a moment, then shake my head. “Can we make a quick detour at the house?” I ask.
Micah’s face sours.
“I already missed two doses yesterday, plus this morning’s.”
He checks the time on his Link and grumbles. “We’re already running late. Why do you even need that thing? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you have an asthma attack.”
“It’s not for asthma,” Kelly says. He sounds like he’s had to explain this a thousand times.
“Then what the hell is it for?” Reggie asks. “Vitamins?”
“I just need it, all right?” I snap. “Please. It’ll be quick.”
Micah sighs. “I’ll run Jessie and Kel over to her house. We’ll catch up with the rest of you guys at the parking garage. You can start getting the equipment ready for everyone. If we leave now, we should only be about fifteen minutes behind you.”
“How is Jake going to get through the checkpoints?”
Jake points to the back bumper. “It’s got interstate tags for commerce. Uncle Joe uses the van when he does deliveries.”
“Okay then,” Reggie says. “Are we good?”
“I just need to lock up,” Jake answers. He reaches for Kelly’s backpack. “Want me to take that?”
Kelly swings it out of his reach. “I got it.”
He doesn’t notice the curious look Jake gives Reggie, but I do, and it makes me wonder once again why Kelly’s being so defensive. But Micah tells us to hurry up and get in and even before I’ve got the back door closed, he’s spraying gravel.
Looking back, I see Ash and Reg climb into the van while Jake heads up the steps to lock the shop.
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Chapter 12
 
 
“Finally!” Reggie yells at us as we drive into the parking structure. His voice booms through it, sounding eerily hollow.
I had pinged the others to let them know we were going to be later than we’d expected because Grandpa decided to give us the fifth degree and the guards were hassling us.
Apparently the guards also hassled Jake. They’d torn the van apart, searching it. But they found nothing, and finally accepted his explanation that the equipment was for the store.
Kel and I tumble from the car. “Is it too late to go?”
Micah walks over from the rail. He shakes his head. “The tide’s still going out. We should be okay.”
“The direction of the current will change in about an hour,” Jake says, checking his Link. “If we don’t leave now, we’ll be swimming against it.”
This snaps us all to attention.
Ash comes over and hands us our wetsuits. “I’ve been watching for the cop,” she says. “Same as the other day: there’s just one on patrol.” She looks at Reggie, who tilts his head at her and gives it a quick shake.
He says, “It looks like they’re on the same sixty-minute schedule. He comes, hangs around for about ten minutes, then leaves. His last check was twenty six minutes ago, so…” He checks his Link. “We’ve got about twenty minutes to get suited up, grab our gear and get under water before he returns.”
“I still think that’s odd,” Kelly says. “Why patrol? And why with such regularity? They might as well announce to the world, ‘If you want to do something illegal here, you got about thirty or forty minute window to do it in.’”
“Bureaucracy,” I say. But something about it troubles me too.
Ashley opens her mouth to speak.
“Enough jibber-jabber,” Reggie quickly says. “We need to hurry to make our window. Otherwise we’ll have to wait till tomorrow.”
Jake has already arranged the gear. Luckily, I’ve thought to wear my swimsuit under my sweats. The guys did too, but Ashley hesitates. Then she shrugs and strips off her shorts and tee shirt, right down to her undies.
Jake stares openmouthed until Reggie slaps him upside the head. “Give the girl some privacy.”
Out of the corner of my eyes, I see Kelly smile.
I go over and block the boys’ view.
“I can’t believe you forgot your swimsuit, Ash.” A part of me wants to believe it was an honest mistake, but I can’t help wondering if she did it on purpose, like she’s hoping she won’t have to go. She pretends embarrassment, but then doesn’t even try to be discrete.
“Well, you forgot your inhaler,” she counters. I snap my mouth shut. Her actions haven’t put the trip at risk. Mine have.
After the suits, we don our knife belts and hoist the waterproof backpacks onto our backs. Each one contains a pair of oxygen rebreather cartridges, light sticks, food and water and any other stuff we’ve brought. An extra cartridge is Velcroed onto our weight belt, along with a flashlight and another light stick. Each flashlight is attached to us on a short tether, so if we drop it, we won’t lose it.
Kelly’s off to one side, his back to us, transferring what he brought into the sack he’s been assigned. I want to go over and see what he’s brought, but I know he’ll be upset if I do. He already told me once it’s a surprise, and I don’t want to ruin whatever it might be. Every once in a while, he gets a little romantic streak in him. Doing something special on LI would definitely give us something to remember.
Jake finishes getting geared up before the rest of us. He passes around our goggles and masks, attaching the cartridges as he goes. “Kelly?” he says, tapping him on the shoulder. Kelly spins around as he stands, his eyes flashing. “Number three, right?”
“I’m three,” I say, reaching over for it.
After our practice dive yesterday, Micah put numbered tags on the masks and goggles so we won’t have to readjust them. They’re in order by our first names.
Jake stares at me for a second before slowly handing me the mask.
“Everything okay?”
“S-sure”
He drops Micah’s and Reggie’s equipment in their laps. They’re busy discussing last minute details. They mumble thanks before resuming.
“No prob.”
I glance over at Ashley, remembering how much of a fright she gave us toward the end of our dive. But she looks as cocky as usual, as confident and assured of herself as ever. Maybe it’s the way the suit clings to her body and her awareness of the boys’ hypersensitivity to it. I don’t know, but if she has any of the self-doubt left over from yesterday, she’s definitely not showing it now.
Micah packs the last few things in his sack. I notice the old tablet computer and a few other electrical gadgets. I don’t bother to ask what he plans on doing with them as it seems pretty obvious. He wants to find an old terminal and see if he can hack directly into the iVZ infrastructure using one of the old nodes.
Whatever. I doubt we’ll have enough time to find a working node, much less figure out a way turn it on, if it isn’t already, plus physically splice into it.
He checks his Link and announces that we’ve got nine minutes at the most before the next patrol. It’ll take us three of them to get down to the walkway, leaving us only six minutes of leeway.
“Ready?” he asks. “Last checks. Let’s make sure everyone’s good to go.”
We buddy-check to make sure there aren’t any loose belts or straps and that everything that needs to be sealed is sealed.
“Everyone got their Links?”
We all dutifully hold them up. They’re strapped to our wrists so we won’t accidentally drop them.
Micah holds his up and says, “Smile.” Then we’re all snapping photos of each other and laughing. Already I’m dripping with sweat and thirsty from the dry heat of the approaching day.
“Okay, enough of that. Let’s go.”
We shuffle off after Reggie, looking like a pack of upright seals that happened to get tangled up in a bunch of equipment. Kelly and I trail along in back. I look over and give him a smile. He smiles back, then turns his determined gaze forward again.
Then, before we know it, we’re standing at the railing pulling on our flippers.
Nobody hesitates. We’re all climbing over and are perched on the other side looking down into the water. None of us wants to think about what we’re doing for even a second longer than we already have, because to do so would be to realize the insanity of our plan.
Micah takes a quick look around, then slides into the water, doing a perfect scissors kick that barely makes any noise or splash. We all follow, trying to imitate him.
A moment later, we pop back to the surface: six black lycrene-covered balls bobbing in the water. The coolness of it feels so good on my exposed skin. I was seriously starting to float inside my suit, standing out there in the heat. Everyone else looks just as relieved.
As one, we spit into our goggles, polish and rinse them, then slide them over our faces.
Micah signals to Jake, who slips his mask into his mouth, then his head sinks into the water.
Within seconds, the rest of us join him. The world and the hot sun and the noises of the dry August wind all disappear.
Visibility is about thirty feet. Light sticks begin to glow. A beam of light stabs the murkiness. Then, one by one, five more join it.
At nine thirteen a.m., we slide into the gaping mouth of the Queens Midtown Tunnel.
 
 ‡



PART TWO
 



Breaking In
 
 
We didn’t so much break into Gameland as sneak in, although putting it that way might suggest it was a piece of cake. While it was easier than it should have been, there were more than a few problems, beginning almost as soon as we set off for LI. But each time trouble arose, we pushed even more doggedly on. I’ve lost count of how many times we should’ve turned around. At least a dozen. We should’ve cut our losses, but we didn’t. Not once did any one of us even try to force the issue. We just kept right on going.
Stupid.
Of course, it wouldn’t have mattered. Even before we slipped into that water, it was already too late to turn back.
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Chapter 13
 
 
Everything grows eerily quiet as the tunnel envelops us in inky blackness. The canned sounds of my own breathing and the ghostly inhales and exhales of my friends around me seem loud. Every once in a while, there’s a click or a tap or some strange rattling noise. The sounds echo all around us, coming from everywhere and nowhere, telling us nothing about what might be making them.
My eyes quickly adjust to the gloom. Five other glow sticks bob about me, looking like pastel St. Elmo’s fires: yellow for Micah and Jake, green for Ash and Reg, and red for me and Kel. Six flashlight beams pierce the underwater twilight and illuminate a surprisingly open passageway.
Several of the flashlight beams converge on a vertical divider, separating what was once the southbound and northbound tubes. Micah had mentioned this earlier, and by prior consensus we all kick to the right.
We’ve gone maybe a hundred yards in—it’s hard to tell exactly how far since there’s a definite push provided by the current—when my Link pings. I look down at the glowing screen and see it’s Ash:
<< U OK? >>
I quickly type back while keeping an eye out for Kel’s light next to me:
<< YES. U? >>
<< :o} >>
I type:
<< SO KUL >>
There’s a pause and I glance up and try to identify which spot of green light up ahead is hers. Then, I get another ping.
<< :o) >>
I smile to myself and show the messages to Kelly. He nods and gives me a thumbs up, then urges me to catch up with the others.
We encounter our first obstacle about ten minutes later. It’s actually not an obstacle, but it does make us stop. I don’t see it at first. Kelly puts his hand on my arm and gestures ahead, shining his light.
It’s a school of fish, small ones, thousands. Maybe millions. They move like a silver fog, and the water is so thick with them that it seems as if they’re a single organism. We float there, entranced, until Micah waves at us and points to his Link, reminding us that we’re running out of time.
The next obstacle, about twenty minutes later, nearly forces us to turn back.
It’s a huge pile of garbage—boards, pipes, furniture, tree trunks, tires—all dammed up against the hulking carcass of an old bus. Everything’s bleached to a universal gray-brown by layers of silt and mud and slime. The windows of the bus are opaque, hiding whatever might be inside. Seeing it, I wonder why there aren’t more vehicles down here. I’ve seen all kinds of objects on the floor of the tunnel, but very few automobiles.
I get an urge to go down and inspect the bus—a sense of adventure, or maybe nervousness at not knowing what’s inside—but once more Micah shakes his head. He points forward and I know he’s right. We’re not here to explore. Maybe if there’s time on the way back we can. Of course, by then it won’t matter so much. After LI, an old empty bus won’t seem so new and exciting, even underwater.
Jake finds an opening against one wall, about half way up. It’s roughly six feet wide and just as tall. The current is strong here, so we’re careful as we wend our way through it, cautious of any sharp edges and loose objects that might cut us or fall on us.
The path through seems simple enough at first. Some sort of large metal frame appears to be both holding everything in place and preventing it from filling the opening. We grab it for handholds and actually have to “walk” our way through, since the current is quite strong.
Near the other end, we reach a mass of twisted wire and chain link fencing.
I look up just in time to see Reggie’s hand slip. He crashes into Ash and together they slam into what looks at first glance like a solid wall. But their impact causes something to shift and pieces of garbage begin to rain downward. Something hits the cage above us, producing a loud thong!
We stop.
A large wooden dresser appears out of the darkness above. It tumbles down, heading straight for Ash. Reggie pulls her out of the way at the last second, and the dresser goes rolling lazily into the darkness below, where it lands with a muffled crash.
When the current washes away the mud and silt we’ve disturbed, I can see two yellow glows hanging in the darkness ahead. My Link pings. It’s Ashley telling us she’s okay.
Kel and I let go of our perch and slide through the end of the opening and out past the garbage dam. We time our kicks to avoid hitting anything else, twisting and turning past the unstable rubble. Micah and Jake are already ahead of us and closing in on the others.
Once the way ahead is clear, I send her a message back:
<< WAY 2 STAY KUL >>
I’d worried about her losing her air, but it seems that she’s handling everything just fine.
She immediately pings back:
<< ABC GUM! >>
I almost laugh.
The screen suddenly blurs. I blink, but when that doesn’t help, I try wiping my goggles, thinking they’ve fogged up. The blurriness remains. The fog is on the inside of the lenses, stupid! My head pounds. I’m starting to feel lightheaded.
I’m dimly aware of Kelly grabbing my elbow, but I can’t move. He turns and gestures before coming back to me.
He holds up his Link for me to see:
<< OK? >>
I don’t answer.
He shakes me.
Then Jake’s there. I feel him yank on my belt. My throat hurts and my eyes are burning. Everything seems too bright.
A moment later, everything clears. The ache in my head is still there, but it’s fading. My vision is clearing.
He shows me the used cartridge, then his Link:
<<FAULTY>>
Kelly shakes his head and glares as best as he can through his goggles and mask.
As we leave the pile behind, I wonder about that cartridge. Was it just an accident? Could it really be defective? How many of the others’ are as well?
The garbage dam disappears into the darkness behind us. The tunnel ahead is wide and tall and, other than the occasional drifts of garbage along the floor and that one huge pile, it’s remarkably uncluttered.
Micah—or maybe Jake, I can’t tell which, just that it’s someone with a yellow glow stick—shines their light on the sides of the tunnel. We drift pass old traffic signs and ancient graffiti, past the tendril remains of old wiring and pipes. Light fixtures dangle from the ceilings and walls, looking a little like the tropical moss that hangs from the trees along the south Connecticut coast.
A sudden burst of bubbles draws my attention to my right. We all hear it, stop and turn to look. It’s Kelly and he appears to be struggling with his mask. In a panic, I swim over to him. His hands drop just as I reach his side. He frowns, waving me away. Then he points to his goggles. Relief washes over me as I realize he’s just clearing them of water.
Our Links all ping at once:
<< EVERY1 OK? >>
It’s Jake. We all give him a thumbs up. I can’t really tell with the masks over our faces, but the look Jake shoots Kelly doesn’t seem like concern as much as hostility. It’s like there’s this electric current running between them. But I still can’t understand why Jake would harbor such feelings toward Kelly. Or is it just that he’s sensing Kelly’s jealousy? I don’t know.
The look between them lingers a moment longer, then we’re off again. I give a kick of my flippers and propel myself through the group. I want Kelly to catch up with me. I want to be in front for a while, instead of always in back and following.
Also, as long as I’m in front, I won’t feel like I have to keep turning around and shining my light into the darkness, fearing that something is going to come out after us, a large fish or an alligator. Or shark. It’s silly, I know, but I can’t help it.
Even though there’s this fear, it’s not that bad. More like a shadow of fear, or a memory of it. There’s obviously a sense of wariness and caution, just not the alarm I’d expect considering the risks we’re taking. Maybe our excitement is neutralizing it. Or maybe it’s the lack of sleep. I don’t really care.
I keep kicking, feeling the strength in my legs. I know it’ll be an effort for Kel to keep up, but I don’t slow down. My Link pings. I ignore it.
I can feel my pulse beginning to pound inside my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a beam of light closing in, then the red glow of Kelly’s chemical stick. He reaches out. His hand brushes mine, but I keep moving. That’s when I sense the change in the water.
I slow. Then stop. Kelly slides up next to me. He holds his hands up, giving a wondering gesture. I look behind us and see that the group has spread out: two blue glow sticks between us and the two yellow ones further back.
I realize I’m drifting toward them. That’s what Kelly’s trying to tell me.
I raise my Link and quickly type:
<< TIDE RVRSING >>
I send it to everyone.
I can see the glow of five more Link screens, twinkling as they close the distance. A flurry of messages scroll across my screen, coming from Ash and Jake and Micah:
<< HOW FAR 2 GO? >>
<< WE R OK >>
<< NEED 2 HURRY >>
The others reach us, motion for us to stop for a moment. Micah types into his Link and sends it out to the group:
<< STLL TYM. OVR HLF WY. STY STDY >>
I can always tell when he sends a message because he hates using vowels.
He looks at me and gestures, as if knowing my thoughts. I nod, slowly and exaggeratingly: We need to push harder now or else struggle later. I thrust myself forward into the waiting darkness ahead. I can feel the others close behind.
I soon find myself pulling away from the group again. The sound of Kelly’s breathing grows fainter behind me. I slow down to let him catch up, but it’s Jake who reaches me first this time, Kelly close at his heels.
Kelly’s breathing hard. The current is definitely strengthening, though it’s not too bad. Yet.
I hear another rush of bubbles, and we all stop and wave our lights around until they find Reggie clearing his goggles. Ash and Kelly take the opportunity to clear theirs. I want to warn Kel to save his air, but I’d only be telling him something he already knows.
My mask is tight against my skin, sealed with Vaseline, as is everyone else’s. A little water has leaked in, not much. I go ahead and raise my thumb and find the button just above the bridge of my nose and push.
Pressure on my eyeballs. My ears pop, then there’s a sudden snap and my goggles slip away from my face. Everything around me suddenly goes blurry. I wave my hands around trying to find them, but I can’t see anything. I drop the flashlight and its beam swings around before dropping to the end of its tether.
Air bubbles burst from my nose. Instinctively, I try to pull them back in and suddenly I’m coughing, choking. My lungs constrict. The air leaves my mouth, but not into the canister. It bubbles past my face and is quickly lost above me. Now my lungs are empty and so is my canister. I can’t even find my goggles to use the compressed gas.
My ears are ringing, my throat constricts. I want to open my mouth and inhale and my mind screams at me, No! No! Don’t do it!
I feel hands on me, on my arms and legs and head. Then my goggles are pushed into place against my face while another hand presses on the back of my head. There’s an explosion of air and my vision clears. My lungs are beyond bursting.
The hand behind me forces my head down and another set of goggles is there. I’m not sure how many releases it takes before I realize there’s air rushing up and into my face. I open my mouth and gasp, taking in putrid river water and air and I cough and gasp and cough some more and I feel like I’m drowning and going to die.
The air suddenly stops. Luckily, I’ve recovered my wits a little and my lungs are full. I feel my mask getting shoved into mouth, but I still can’t see because of the hands holding the goggles into place, trying to fix the broken headband.
I reach up and try to push them away, but they stay. I bite down and exhale explosively into the canister, then inhale just as quickly. The air tastes stale in my mouth, but it takes the edge off, so I repeat the cycle again and again until the dizziness leaves my head.
Finally, the hands holding the goggles move aside enough so I can see the Link held up into my field of vision. I blink and the screen comes into focus:
<< UR MASK BROK >>
I nod. No shit.
The words scroll up and a second line of text appears:
<< OK NOW? >>
I nod again.
<< CANT FIX. TRY 2 HOLD URSELF >>
The text slides up.
<< OR GO W OUT >>
I reach up with both hands and push against the mask. I need them to see. The other hands fall away. Now I can look around me, though my own hands limit my peripheral vision. I see the concerned faces gathered in a circle around me, treading water. Without letting go of the goggles, I manage to hold a thumb up and everyone nods and reciprocates.
They pull away, all except Kelly, who lingers a moment longer. Despite how little of his face I can actually see, what isn’t distorted by the goggles and mask, it’s obvious he’s worried. He holds up his Link so I can read it:
<< DONT DO THT AGN! >>
He leans forward and plants his lips on my cheek. The kiss is cold, but it sends a surge of warmth through me.
He slips beneath me and retrieves the flashlight on the end of its tether and flicks it off, knowing I can’t hold it myself now, not without letting go of the mask.
Jake slides into view, gesturing that we need to go. I’m not sure how far we’ve slipped back in just the few minutes that have passed, but it puts us further away from our destination. Once again, I’m holding the others back.
Embarrassed, I let the others go ahead of me. I hold back a moment, wondering if we should turn around and head home. I won’t be able to swim very fast with my hands like this. And dispensing with the goggles so I can doesn’t seem like much of an option, either.
Kelly tugs me forward, his hand on my elbow. Despite what I’ve just gone through, he doesn’t even ask if I want to go back. It pisses me off. But already the rest are moving on, and I know he has no choice but to follow.
Neither do I.
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Chapter 14
 
 
My arms ache. My back is stiff. My legs are burning. And still we swim on.
If not for Kelly’s hand on my arm, I don’t know how I’d make it, since I can barely steer with just my feet. Even with him guiding me, I feel like I’m fighting against some invisible force that wants to turn me around. I’m moving as much sideways as forward. I try to correct my trajectory by twisting my body, but it doesn’t help much, just makes me all the more exhausted.
The yellow and blue glow sticks pull away from us, begin to fade in the distance and the murk. I kick harder. My breathing grows ragged. My body’s not used to this particular kind of exercise.
I can hear Kelly beginning to strain, too. Then, without warning, he jerks me to the side. His hand slips off of me and I’m bathed in blackness as the beam from his flashlight winks out.
Kelly?
I twist, but all around me is nothing but black ink and midnight loneliness. I strain my eyes through the goggles. They leak. I push them hard against my face.
Kelly!
But then the beam from his flashlight flickers on. It’s way off to one side. It swings around, jerks, then sinks down to the floor. I wonder if the tether somehow came unattached from his belt.
I spin around, kicking to get myself turned, and my flipper connects with something that feels like it has some give to it. I cringe, thinking I’ve just kicked my boyfriend in the face. But when I extend my legs, there’s nothing there.
The light below me changes. I see the faint outline of a figure holding it. The beam swings up and stabs at me. I swing my feet around and once again I feel a momentary resistance behind me.
A bubble of air escapes from my mouth. Water squirts into my goggles.
Kelly?
The light catches me square in the eyes. But then I feel a firm hand on my leg. I realize one of the others has come back, and I relax and wait for whoever it is to come alongside me. Without my hands, without my flashlight, I feel helpless.
The grips tightens, begins squeezing. I grunt when it starts to become uncomfortable. A second hand grabs my other leg.
Kelly’s flashlight jerks back and forth below me, coming closer. He’s swimming back up. I reach behind me to push the person off—guessing that it’s Reggie by his strength—but when I turn to look, it isn’t Reg. It’s nobody I recognize.
The man’s hair floats wildly about his pale face, and his eyes are gaping black holes. His mouth yawns at me and his teeth are yellow and ragged. He pulls himself toward my body. A tongue lolls out. It takes my mind a moment to process that he isn’t wearing a wetsuit or a mask or goggles. That’s not possible, I think, before realizing I’m in the grip of one of the Undead.
Air slips from my mouth and nose. My body contracts. The movement draws the thing even closer to me. The grip has hardened. It feels like a vise. It burns my skin as I kick desperately at it.
One hand lets go, reaches forward. I kick and scream inside my throat, but the hand finds my upper calf. The second hand releases me and somehow manages to grab me just above my knee. I slap at them with the goggles and kick. The zombie leans in to bite me.
But the grip slips on the slick material of the wetsuit, and it slides down my legs. For a moment I think I’m free. But then the hands catch on my flippers. Icy cold fingers wrap around my bare skin and begin marching back up my legs. I can hear the monster’s teeth clacking together as it extends its rotting neck and mouth toward me once again, desperate to feed.
Then, suddenly, the thing jerks to the side. The motion pulls me along with it. I see a flash of silver and the weight on one of my ankles falls away. The hand is still gripping me, but it’s no longer attached to an arm. I kick wildly, sobbing. Slowly the grip weakens and eventually the hand falls off. The blood seeping from it is thick and oily, staining the water black.
But this only seems to make the zombie angrier. It bats its oozing, jagged stump at me and begins to pull again. There’s another thump from the side, another flash of silver, and I see Kelly’s knife embeds itself deep into the zombie’s neck. He wrenches it free and the wound tears open, revealing a tangled mass of atrophied muscle and veins and the thick cord of the monster’s blackened gullet before the water clouds up with its gore. But still it doesn’t stop coming.
By now I’m flailing my entire body in a panic. The goggles are gone. I’m kicking and it’s not making any difference. I barely manage to remember to bite down and breathe through my mouth into the cartridge. It feels empty.
I remember the knife in my belt. I reach down and pull on the handle, but it won’t come free! More air leaks from my mouth. The monster’s stump hammers at my flipper.
No! No, no no nononono!
Somehow, my fingers find the snap holding the blade. They flick it open. I pull the knife free and try to bend over. Now the zombie is behind me, just out of reach. I twist desperately and hack blindly at the space near my foot.
More air escapes out of me. I’m feeling it in my lungs now, the lack of air. I’m feeling it in my throat. I’m feeling it behind my eyes and in my head and it screams for me to breathe, to open my mouth and take in a huge breath of air.
Blackness pushes against the edges of my vision.
The knife! Use the knife!
A pinprick of light forms in front of me. Grows. It’s warm and whispering comforting things at me: Breathe now, it’ll be all right.
I’m dimly aware that I’m still hacking, but my movements feel weak and pitiful. The blade connects with something rigid, jarring my arm, rousing me momentarily.
The monster twists and clacks. The knife is nearly wrenched from my hand. I feel the grip on my ankle loosen for a fraction of a moment before tightening again. I’ve hurt it!
I yank the knife free and hack again. There’s more resistance, then the weight drops away.
I let the knife go and kick to get away from the body of the monster I can’t see, the remaining hand still attached. Blinded by darkness and oxygen deprivation, my eyes burning from the filthy water, I reach down to pull it away.
The fingers are like plastic bands. I pry desperately at them. My stomach revolts, but to be sick now would be fatal. I finally manage to loosen the hand just as a bright light begins to fill my vision. Kelly, my mind prays, but deep down I know it’s not him. The whiteness is in the space behind my eyes. It’s my brain shutting down. The whispers grow loud inside my head.
I feel something caress my face. I open my mouth and water flows in. I cough, sputter, and open it again. I inhale just as another balloon of air envelops me. Kelly forces the mask into my mouth and holds it there, pinching my nose, willing me to breathe into my canister.
After a few minutes, I open my eyes. He holds me like that for several more minutes, until the black light inside me and the whispers fade away.
When I’m ready, he points the beam of his flashlight down into the darkness below us. I can’t see much without the goggles. I don’t know if he’s showing me the zombie; I kick to get away, but he holds me until I stop struggling.
Once more he points the light down, then at his face, then at me. He means that we need to go down and find my goggles.
Still shaking from the encounter, still weak from lack of oxygen, I try to follow. He goes slowly, waiting for me.
When we reach the floor, he begins to search, sweeping his light back and forth. The floor is littered with objects washed in over the years. It all just looks blurry and shapeless to me.
I begin to think it’s hopeless when his light reflects off something shiny. Kel dives down and comes up with my knife. He pushes it back into my sheath. Then he goes back down.
After a few more minutes of searching, he returns, shaking his head. He points to his own goggles, offering them to me. I tell him no and gesture that we need to go. We’re completely alone. There’s no sign of the other four. They haven’t even noticed we’re not with them anymore.
Kel grabs my hand and together we rise toward the ceiling. If the current wasn’t pushing at us, forcing us back toward Manhattan, it’d be easy to mistake which direction we need to go. We angle toward the nearer end of the tunnel, not sure if maybe we aren’t making a mistake anyway.
Within minutes, a point of light appears in the darkness ahead. It swings around like a strobe and grows quickly stronger until it fills the tunnel. I shield my eyes. A second beam joins the first. We swim hard for them. Finally, I see two yellow glow sticks dangling just below the light beams. Micah and Jake pull up beside us, gesturing frantically. Micah holds up his Link.
I reach down and pull mine up to my face, holding it close to my eyes to read. There’s an old message there from Micah and it reads:
<< WHR R U? >>
I delete it and a second message pops up from a minute or so later:
<< ANSR PLZ! >>
Micah quickly types in a new message:
<< FASTR! >>
Anger fills me. There’s no wondering whether we’re okay. No asking what held us up. No apology for leaving us behind. I was attacked by a fucking zombie! I could have been bitten!
Excitement flashes in his eyes. He jabs his thumbs once more at his screen. My Link receives his post:
<< NRLY THR >>
I want to cry. I want to scream and kick and hurt someone, but I’m suddenly exhausted. Numbness overwhelms me. Kelly gently prods me forward and I follow. I can feel myself drifting into shock.
Sometime later—seconds? hours? I have no idea—I sense the blackness of the tunnel begin to weaken. I start to see the faintest details: seams in the walls, objects lying on the floor below. Even without goggles and a light I can see. We’ve reached the end of the tunnel. It begins to arch upwards and light breaks over us in ever stronger waves. We’ve done it. We’ve officially broken into LI.
And yet I’m too shaken to celebrate.
A moment later, we pop up out of the water. At a minute before eleven in the morning I get my first glimpse of a city that was abandoned to the Undead.
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Chapter 15
 
 
Reg and Ash join our floating circle. Everyone’s speaking all at once, asking questions, laughing, yammerinng, demanding where the hell we were and what took us so long. They don’t realize anything terrifying happened down there.
Jake notices my missing goggles and asks about them. He seems more worried about them than he is about me, but that may just be me being oversensitive.
Neither Kelly nor I answer any of their questions. Kelly brusquely waves them off, growling that we need to get me to land. I’m grateful for his strength. I’m grateful that I don’t have to say anything or even think. I wouldn’t be able to string two coherent thoughts together, much less words.
My shaking has grown much worse, as if my body knows that safety is within reach.
Or knowing that I’ll have to face that horrible experience again on our way back. I don’t know if I’ll be able to do it. Or how.
I’m faintly aware of Micah talking. He’s telling us that the overpass where we’ve surfaced is too high to climb. It rises six feet over our heads. The wall extends to both sides, stretching about a hundred and fifty feet before turning back toward us. We spin around. The water reaches into the distance, fanning out wider and wider as it reaches the horizon.
Reggie points to a place where the chain-link fence has been pushed from its poles and now dangles into the water. It’s only thirty feet away.
“We can climb that,” he says.
He sounds as tired as I feel, and now I can see the fatigue on everyone else’s face, the strain. And maybe a little disappointment, too. I don’t know what they were all expecting—I know what I was before my underwater encounter: Pristine buildings, a preserved city. But all I see here is bleached out structures that look run down and dirty. The place is a ghost town. But, thankfully, it appears to be just as abandoned as Reggie had claimed it would be.
Or maybe that’s why they’re disappointed.
Kelly pulls me toward the fence. I let him. I can’t seem to find the strength to move, so I just drift. Where does he find the energy? I look over at him and notice that he’s straining his neck above the surface. He’s scanning for any signs of trouble on land.
Despite having to tow me, Kelly’s the first to reach the fence. He makes sure I’m holding onto it before he peels off his flippers and tosses them over. Then he climbs up. The fence sways and clangs, sounding too loud in the eerie quiet.
“Looks clear,” he says, after a quick but thorough look around. The rest of the group begin to clamber up. Kelly reaches down and helps me. My arms are shaking so badly that I can barely hold on. I still have my flippers on. He practically has to drag me up.
I immediately sink to the ground. Everyone else is peeling off their equipment and unzipping the tops of their wetsuits. The sun is baking us, but I’m shivering.
Kelly doesn’t bother with his equipment. He finds an abandoned car on the tunnel overpass and climbs up onto its roof. It’s covered in dust and rust and tufts of grass. It creaks and rattles. He cups his hands around his eyes and scans the horizon. Reggie is the first to notice his odd behavior. He chuckles.
“Check out the brah! Already looking for IUs. I told you before there won’t be any.”
Kelly’s eyes flash and he jumps off the car and rushes over. He slams Reggie in the chest and screams, “No zombies? Then what the fuck was that down there?” He points at the tunnel and everyone looks, confusion clouding their faces.
“Where?”
“In the goddamn tunnel, asshole! Where the hell were you?” Kelly turns to each of the others, glaring. “We were attacked by one down there! Jessie could’ve been…”
His eyes suddenly grow wide and he rushes over to me. “Were you bitten?”
I shake my head.
The others are watching all of this in shocked silence. Then Ashley leaps to her feet and points at Jake and Reggie. “I told you guys we should’ve told them!”
Kelly’s eyes narrow. “Told us what?”
Reggie sweeps over and stands between them. “We didn’t know, Ash! How could we have known it was a zombie? It was too far away. We still don’t know!”
Ashley ignores him. She peers around Reggie to speak directly to Kelly. “We saw one. And don’t tell me it wasn’t a zom either, Reg, because I know what I saw! Back there. Damn it, I knew it was a zombie, but you said it was just some homeless guy who fell in the water!” She hits Reggie on the chest.
My head snaps up. “What?” My throat hurts and my voice croaks. “You saw a zombie and you didn’t think to warn us? You didn’t ask, Where the hell are Kelly and Jessie? Maybe they’re in deep shit? You just left us back there!” My voice has risen to a screech. I’m nearly in tears by now. “What the hell were you thinking? I almost got bitten! I almost fucking drowned!”
Nobody says anything for a moment, then Jake says, “It wasn’t in the tunnel.”
As if that excuses why they left us behind.
Kelly whirls on him. He’s shaking with rage and sputtering almost incoherently. Finally a single word explodes from his lips. The f-bomb shatters into a million pieces across the city. In the distance, a flock of pigeons lifts off the ground before settling back down again a moment later.
Jake is clearly shaking. “It was while we were waiting for you in the garage. When Micah took you back to get Jessie’s medicine.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Kelly screams.
“Keep it down, guys,” I say. But the words somehow dry up in my mouth and flutter away like dust.
“I told you,” Ashley cries. She hurries over to where I’m kneeling on the hot asphalt. “I told you we should have told them what we saw.” She points at Jake again, thrusting an accusing finger at him. “But you just kept agreeing with Reggie. Why the hell would they call in NCD for a homeless guy?”
NCD?
“They called in Necrotics?” I stammer. “Was it Eric?”
Jake backs away. Reggie glares around himself looking like he wants to punch someone. Then he suddenly bends and picks up a chunk of rock and heaves it far out over the water. The splash sounds clunky and doesn’t even echo. “We didn’t know for sure what we saw,” he mutters. “And, no, Jess, your brother wasn’t there. At least, we didn’t see him.”
“Now we know why the cops patrol down there by the tunnel opening,” Kelly says. “They’re checking for swimmers.”
Reggie shakes his head. “No! You said it yourself, Kel. If they were so concerned about breaches, why wouldn’t they just block the opening?”
Nobody speaks. It’s a valid question, one we’ve all been wondering for days now. Why make it so easy for zombies to get through? For that matter, why make it easy for people, too?
“It wasn’t a zom,” Reggie concludes. “It couldn’t have been.”
“Then why call NCD?”
“Swimmers?” I ask, shaking my head. Logically, I know zombies can’t swim. In the water they’re just as helpless as logs, drifting with the currents. But the one that grabbed me sure felt like it had taken lessons.
Kelly waves his arms helplessly. “Well, what else are we going to call them?”
“Floaters,” Ashley says.
“The one that attacked us wasn’t floating. It was like it was waiting for us.”
“It wasn’t waiting for us, Jess,” Kelly says, but even I can see the doubt in his eyes. “It just happened to be there, I think.”
I swing my head to Ashley. My neck feels stiff and creaky. “You actually saw them pull one out? Before we left?”
“What we saw,” Reggie quickly answers for her, “was a cop dragging a body out of the water. A dead body. It wasn’t moving, so, no, I seriously doubt it was a zombie. Besides, even if it was a zombie, it was dead. Don’t you get it? It was totally dead. We had no way of knowing there’d be more in there. Live ones.”
“He used a hooked pole and dragged it out onto the walkway,” Ashley mumbles. “We watched as he pinged someone on his Link. A couple minutes later, NCD came in a van and carted it away.”
“They didn’t even use gloves!” Jake insists.
“What the hell does that prove?” Kelly snaps. “That doesn’t mean it wasn’t a zombie!” He grabs Jake’s tee shirt and pulls them together until their faces are inches from each other. My mind screams at Kelly to be careful, but all I can do is moan. Jake doesn’t fight back. “Everyone knows it takes more than skin to skin contact to pass the infection! It takes a bite. Of course he didn’t wear gloves!”
“But, water—” Jake begins to argue.
“Bullshit!” Kelly’s eyes shift over to me. Everyone’s looking at me now, wondering if I swallowed any water down there. They have to be thinking I might’ve been infected. “Wearing gloves doesn’t mean shit, you idiot!”
Ash hugs me closer. “Don’t worry,” she whispers into my hair. “G-ma Junie was wrong about that. Water can’t transmit the infection.”
I know she’s just trying to cheer me up, to help me get past the attack in the tunnel, but it doesn’t help.
I push her away and lean over to one side. The remains of my breakfast cornflakes and all the river water I swallowed come pouring out of me. Ash jumps back, not wanting to get splashed. The others watch in horror, afraid to get too close to me.
When I’m done, I feel a lot better. I get weakly to my feet and say, “We’re wasting time. It must’ve been a fluke. There aren’t any more zombies here, obviously, so let’s do what we came for and get the hell back home.”
I’ve lost all my enthusiasm for this game. I’m not having fun anymore.
The rest glare at each other for several more seconds before finally nodding. They busy themselves finishing stripping off their gear and stowing it. Ash and I leave our wetsuits on, keeping them unzipped to the waist.
While they’re distracted, I pull my inhaler out of my pack. I take a long, deep hit. Then a second.
Just to be sure.
And I pray to God that G-ma Junie was right about the disease not being spread by water.
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Chapter 16
 
 
Reggie decides that we should all stash our diving equipment inside the trunk of the abandoned car Kelly had climbed on earlier.
“But keep your knives with you,” he recommends. So we strip away the rest of the gear from the bandoliers and rebuckle them on our waists.
He opens the front door and reaches in and pops the latch. We all lean away, as if expecting something to come crawling out at us. But the trunk is empty, save for a spare tire, a single men’s shoe—size nine and a half—and an umbrella. He tosses in his pack, mask and goggles. We each follow suit.
Micah’s off to one side, messing with his Link and mumbling to himself. Reggie goes over to get his gear, but Micah waves him off. “Give me a sec.”
“Ooh,” Ashley says. She reaches into the trunk and pulls out the umbrella. She has to struggle a bit to open it up, and when she does, the fabric is so dry and flimsy that it immediately begins to disintegrate. Black flakes rain down on her head. What’s left of it looks like a month-old sun-baked carcass: just the ribs and a few flaps of skin-like fabric barely hanging on.
Her silliness makes me laugh, and my laughter signals to everyone that it’s okay to relax. I lean over and whisper in her ear that I’m glad she came.
“What should we do first?” Reggie asks, pouncing on the uptick in our moods.
Kelly glances over at me. His face is still filled with concern.
“I’m fine,” I say. “Really. I’m actually up for a little distraction.” I pause and add, “Just, a little, though. And promise me no more zombies. If I never see another one as long as I live, I think I’ll die a happy woman.”
“But then you’ll have to be one,” Jake says with all seriousness.
Everyone gives him a dirty look and his face flushes deep red.
“Are you always this clueless?” Kelly asks.
“Uh, guys?”
We all look up. Micah’s off about fifty feet away, standing and staring off into the distance. He slowly turns to us, then raises his hand and points.
We all get up and walk over.
About a quarter of a mile away is a solitary figure. It doesn’t move.
“Is that what I think it is?”
We strain our eyes, but it’s too far away to tell. “Looks like a tree,” Reggie says. “Or a statue.”
“Or maybe it’s a homeless guy,” I say.
Jake reaches into his pack and withdraws a pair of binoculars. He trains it on the figure and adjusts it.
“Sorry, Jess. It’s a zom. Naked. It’s skin…” He shivers. “Now I know what standing outside in the sun every day for thirteen years will do to you.”
“Is it…dead?” Ashley asks.
“It’s not moving.”
He scans with the binoculars all around us before announcing there aren’t any more.
“We’ll just keep an eye on it, then,” Micah decides. He comes over to me and asks if I’m okay. I nod.
“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Ashley says, “but I’m starving. I think we should eat.”
“Beef jerky?” Reggie jokes. Everyone groans. But then he pulls a Slim Jim from his pack and laughs. “I was sort of hoping we’d see one just so I could do this.”
“You really are a disgusting pig.”
I grimace and clutch my stomach. It’s still a bit touchy. “Not for me.”
Kelly pulls out a Red Bull and opens it for me. “At least drink something then.”
“It’s warm.”
“Drink.”
I notice that nobody teases him for mothering me.
When we’re done eating and resting and Jake has confirmed that the zombie hasn’t moved in the last twenty minutes, Ashley jumps up and exclaims, “Pictures! We need pictures.”
She whips out her Link and hands it over to Micah, ignoring Jake’s outstretched hand. Jake gets this embarrassed look on his face and pretends he was reaching for something else. I can’t help but feel a little twinge of guilt for him. He’s trying so hard, but he’s so obviously not figured out how to be a part of the group. I doubt he ever will.
Ashley plucks the umbrella from where she dropped it and starts parading around with it over her shoulder. She twirls it and says, “I feel like one of those flappers from a hundred years ago.”
“More like a hundred and twenty years ago,” Kelly says.
“Dude, do you have to be so freaking—I don’t know—literal all the time?” Reggie says, then quickly adds, “Just messing with you, brah. Chillax.”
Micah snaps a couple pictures of everyone in various poses, including a few zombie poses that strike me as both amusing and vaguely unsettling. Then he announces that he’s got things to do.
“You guys go ahead. I’m going to try a few quick computery things. He pulls the old tablet from his pack, and a tangle of wires trails out.
“Still think you can hack into iVZ?” Ashley says.
Micah shrugs. He presses a button on the side to boot it up. “It’s worth a try.”
I frown. “Why? It’s already coming on noon. We’ve only got a couple hours or so before we should get ready to leave.”
“Um…because.” He looks around us, as if it’s obvious why. “We couldn’t get into The Game before, but now that we’re inside the ArcTech firewall…” He shrugs and points to a spire in the distance. It’s one of many that rise from the top of the wall every quarter mile or so. They’re supposed to prevent implanted zombies from breaching the perimeter by frying their L.I.N.C.s if they cross it. It’s also there to keep hackers from breaking in. Hackers like us.
Because of the intervening buildings, we can’t actually see the wall at the moment, but we can see the EM towers poking up above the buildings. The air around them glimmers, almost as if we’re looking through water. I know it’s just an illusion, but it sure seems real.
Micah taps a few things on the screen and holds it up for us to see. It shows a map of where we’re at and a cluster of tiny red dots. He zooms in and the dots assume labels. We all gasp.
“Hey, that’s us!”
“You hacked our implants?” Ashley cries. Her hand instinctively reaches behind her head, as if she could block whatever connection Micah has made to it.
He shakes his head. “Actually, not directly. It was easy to hack your Links, and from them get your L.I.N.C. numbers. Once I had those, I coded in our implants into this old tracking app and embedded it within a geolocator.” He points to the tower again. “The signals ping off the towers within range and triangulate back to me.”
“Subtitles, please?” Jake says, looking bewildered.
“It means he can track wherever we go,” Kelly says.
“W-why?”
“Wait a minute,” I say. “Does that mean anyone can track us? At any given moment?”
Micah frowns at me. “Like the government isn’t tracking each and every one of us already?”
“So, they know we’re here?”
Micah shakes his head. “No one outside the wall can track us in here. The EM masks our signal, preventing anyone on the outside from seeing anyone inside. That’s why nobody can hack the Players’ implants. The only way to connect with them is through ArcWare’s iVZ codices, which are tuned specifically to their nodes.” He points to the EM spires. “And I’d be willing to bet you there’s a node in each and every one of those towers.”
Jake’s still looking totally lost, but the direct implication of Micah’s hacking is easy for the rest of us to calculate: another chance to access The Game and actually play it.
“It’s simple, brah,” Reggie patiently explains. “If you break the iVZ programming language, you can read The Game. But you still need to be able to connect to the Players. That’s what the tracker does. That’s basically what the ArcWare codex does. It’s just a device. Anyone could build one, but without being able to speak its language, it would be useless. ArcWare uses a proprietary coding format written in interweaving layers, but now that we’re inside, the entire language architecture is completely exposed.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning after we return,” Reggie exclaims, “we’ll be able to build a descrambling device and play The Game!”
Micah holds up his hand. “I still need to see if I can actually find and track Player signals. That’s why I needed to hack your L.I.N.C.s. First, to prove the concept, then so I can subtract them out as background.”
“I don’t care about The Game,” Jake declares. “And I don’t want you tracking me!”
Micah chuckles. “I’ll wipe all your numbers after we get back. Don’t worry. It’s only temporary.”
Reggie slaps him on the back and says, “What are you doing standing around for, then? Get moving!” He rubs his hands together. “I can’t wait to get back and wreak some havoc on some real zoms. No more Zpocalypto for this guy.”
Ash’s face lights up too, at the prospects. Even Kelly looks a bit more excited than a moment ago.
But something bothers me. If Micah is able to hack and track the Players’ implants, then obviously the next step is learning how to control them. That’s essentially the point of all this. So, if he’s able to do that, what’s to stop him from doing the same to us? Other than his promise not to, I mean.
I try to dismiss the thought. He said he’d get rid of our implant numbers. Besides, if it were even possible, then surely someone would’ve tried it already. As much as I distrust the government, they wouldn’t allow something like that to happen, would they? Our implants are supposed to be inactive until we die. That’s what the latent part of their name means.
Nevertheless, I keep my thoughts to myself. I don’t want anyone else thinking it, or worrying over it. Or getting any ideas. Micah’s not the only one of us with the skills to accomplish such a thing.
I turn around to retrieve my backpack and find Jake watching me. Our gazes lock. There’s worry on his face. Despite his admission of technical ignorance, somehow I suspect he’s made the connection. The same thoughts and fears are going through his head, too.
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Chapter 17
 
 
Micah repacks his bag and heads for the closest EM tower. “I’ll ping everyone once I get in,” he says. “And I’ll send your Links the app so you can track each other, too.”
“I don’t want to track us,” Jake says, still protesting. “And I don’t want anyone to track me!”
“Think about it like this, Jake: This way, we’ll be able to see any implanted zoms too. Not saying there are any here, but wouldn’t you want to know if there were?”
“Lot of good it does us.” He points at the lone zombie and says, “You still can’t track them. IUs don’t have implants.”
Micah shrugs. “IUs are harmless.” He shoots me a look and winces. “Well, maybe with one or two exceptions. We still don’t know if that one was a rogue escaped from one of the work details back on Manhattan, right?”
Jake frowns, obviously not convinced. “How about some company then?” he asks. “Besides, you’ll be safer with someone watching your back.”
Or watching over his shoulder.
“No, but thanks, Jake. You’ll just distract me. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. Go have some fun. You’d just be bored if you came with me.” He checks his Link. “Let’s plan on meeting back here around…two. If not sooner. Ping if anything comes up. We should leave by two thirty so we don’t have to fight the current again.”
Ash and Reggie are standing off to one side whispering to each other. I’m about to ask what they’re planning on doing when she giggles and slaps his arm. Reggie glances over at us and grins.
“Ash and I are going to check some things out,” he says. He looks around and his gaze stops in the direction of an old Holiday Inn. “Over there.”
“Want some company?” Jake asks, again.
I roll my eyes. He really is that clueless! Then again, could Ash and Reg really be that horny? We’ve got a couple hours to explore the abandoned city and they’re going off to mess around. Really?
Reggie shakes his head. “Naw, brah.” He wraps his arm around Ash’s shoulders. She looks so small standing next to him. “I think I can handle this alone.”
Ash cocks her head up at him and smirks. “A bit overconfident, are we?”
Jake realizes too late what they’re talking about. He turns to me and Kelly, his face red.
“No,” Kelly snaps, before he can say anything.
“Why not? I said I was sorry about the zombie thing back there.”
Actually, he didn’t. But while I may be willing to let that slide, Kelly clearly isn’t. “I don’t remember hearing any kind of apology from you,” he spits. “And even if I did—”
“Kel.” I frown and tell him to cut the guy some slack.
He sighs and says, “Fine, you can tag along with us. Like a little puppy. It’s not like I wanted to spend a little alone time with my girlfriend or anything.”
“Really?” I say. “That’s what you want to do?” I jut my chin out at Reggie’s and Ash’s receding figures. “Is that all I am to you is a sex toy?”
“That’s not what I meant! I got something else in mind.” He pats his pack. “But don’t ask, because as I said, it’s a surprise.”
“Ooh, I can’t wait.”
He rolls his eyes.
There’s a cluster of high rises due south of us a couple blocks away. Kelly points in that direction and says he wants to see how high up off the ground we can get. “Maybe we can see over the wall from one of the windows. Wouldn’t it be cool to get a pic of Manhattan from here?”
“Pictures? That wasn’t the type of surprise I was expecting,” I say, but he just smiles like he already knows that.
Jake looks doubtful. “Shouldn’t someone stay here and make sure our stuff is safe?” he asks.
“Safe from what? Look around you. Do you see anything that’s going to mess with our equipment? Pigeons?”
“Zombies?”
We all turn and look at the solitary figure in the distance. It still hasn’t moved.
“Are there two?” Jake says, squinting.
“Shut up.”
“No, seriously.” He lifts the binoculars and looks through them. “There are two of them.”
“Let me see,” Kelly says.
He looks for a moment, then shrugs. “There’s two. But maybe the other one was standing behind the first and moved a little. At that pace, they’d reach us in, oh, about six weeks.”
Despite what happened in the tunnel, I have to laugh. Besides, Jake’s concern is misplaced. What would a couple of zombies want with a bunch of diving equipment? The only thing that drives them—drives their ‘life force’ or whatever you want to call it—is human flesh.
“It’ll be fine,” I say.
“On second thought,” Jake says, “you guys go on. I think I’ll just hang out around here.”
“Yes!” Kelly says.
“Kelly, no.”
He frowns at me.
“Safety in numbers. Remember? Jake should come with us.”
“He wants to stay here.”
“I don’t think it’s such a good idea, Kel.”
“You didn’t say that when Micah left, alone.”
“Micah can take care of himself.”
“And Jake can’t? He’s a big boy.” Kelly smirks at him. “He seems to think so, anyway.”
This makes my anger flare again. “Why are you acting this way, Kelly? It’s Jake, not Reg! Or Micah.” I whirl around to face him. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Jake, but you both better knock it off!”
“I didn’t do anything,” Kelly complains.
“No, but if it weren’t for Jake, you wouldn’t even be here. You’re being a thankless prick.”
“Prick? I didn’t even want to come here in the first place!”
“Hey, guys,” Jake says, “I’ll be fine. Really. You don’t need to argu—”
“We’re not arguing!” Kelly shouts.
“Stop shouting,” I say. “You want the zombies to hear us?”
He laughs and makes a show of waving his arms and shouting. “Hey! Hey! Look! Brains! Come get some.”
“Quiet!”
“Like your shrieking earlier wouldn’t have drawn their attention?”
“Shrieking? You make it sound like it was over nothing.”
“Guys! I—”
“You shut up! You weren’t even there when I was attacked,” I scream.
“You know something?” Kelly says, throwing his hands up in the air. “Fuck this. I can’t take it. Stay here with Jake the Flake for all I care. I’m outta here!”
“Kelly—”
He stomps off.
I know I should run after him, but I also know that’s what he wants me to do. This is all about him and Jake. It’s about their false idea that I’m supposed to make some imaginary choice between them. I don’t know why he’s become so moody over the past couple of weeks, but it’s really getting on my nerves.
“Fine!” I scream at his back. “Fuck you, too! And I will stay with Jake!”
I’m sorry as soon as it comes out, but then he turns back around and gives me this look. There’s a darkness in his eyes that I can’t ever remember seeing in them before. And sadness.
I expect him to yell back at me. I expect him to react in kind.
But all he does is shake his head.
“I’m sorry,” I want to say. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.
“I’ll be back in an hour,” he says. “Or two.”
Then he turns around and walks away.
 
 ‡



Chapter 18
 
 
“So who’s G-ma Junie?” Jake asks.
“What?”
“I heard Ashley mention her to you earlier.”
I flick a pebble from the railing into the water. It makes a soft plunk and sinks away. The sun’s baking my back and my shoulders are starting to burn. Now that I’ve dried off I’m starting to sweat. I consider taking off the wetsuit completely, but I just can’t be bothered.
“Ashley’s grandmother,” I tell him. “Was, anyway. She…died. This past spring.”
He nods. “I didn’t know.”
I turn my head to stare at him, wondering why he’d assume he would. All he was to Ashley before this was her lab partner. It wasn’t like they were friends or anything. And after this little jaunt of ours, it’s likely she’ll drop him like shoddy programming. I just don’t see him continuing to be a part of our group.
On the other hand, I’m beginning to wonder if any of us will be able to go back to the way we were before all this. Kelly and I are drifting away from each other, faster and faster it seems. Meanwhile, Reg and Ash are looking more and more like a full-time couple, squeezing the rest of us out of their lives.
Even if we continue to hold it together, I just can’t see how Jake might fit into the new scheme of things.
“What happened to her?” he asks. “Do you know? Where’d she get sent?”
I hear her voice again inside my head, telling me how she’d rather be a Player than be stuck on guard duty or sewer cleanup.
Probably the last words she ever spoke to me were that very wish.
I take in a deep, shuddering breath and peer out over the water. Except for the sound of the wind and birds, the whole place is quiet. Disturbingly so.
It’s so hard to believe that in just a short dozen or so years, this entire island has gone from being overrun with thousands of the Infected Undead, killing the living, turning them into thousands more, to being this deserted. But it has. It’s now just a pathetic, empty wasteland. Well, almost empty.
It makes me wonder why nobody has come to take the island back.
Actually, somebody did, didn’t they? Arc Properties came, the big conglomerate of companies spanning every major industry there is. ArcTech. ArcWare. ArcBio. But what they wanted wasn’t to bring the living back to this place. It was to fill it with more of the Undead: new zombies, stronger and fresher and faster, implanted zombies that can be controlled. Players.
What people are willing to do in the name of profit.
The Gameland arcade, at least according to Micah, is thirty miles east of us, centered on a place called Jayne’s Hill. That’s where the transmission tower is, the island’s highpoint. But how he could know all that when the exact details are a secret is beyond me. Regardless, we’re miles outside its boundaries.
I clear my throat. It’s dry, so I take a drink from my collapsible water bottle before answering Jake’s question.
“Her parents think she got sent to some remote place up in North Dakota. That’s where they’re guessing, anyway. I hear they use a lot of CUs there for border patrol.”
“CUs?”
“Conscripted Undead. Or Controlled Undead. Depends on who you ask. Zombies with implants.”
He nods. “When I go, I think I’d rather be one of the Omegamen.”
I look him over for a second. “Yeah, well, die young and easy—a bullet to the heart or from massive internal injuries from an accident or something—and you can pretty much count on it. Or commit murder. That’s the fastest way to become an Omega. You’d make a good soldier.”
He smiles and straightens himself a little bit. “You think so?”
I roll my eyes.
“It’s everyone’s obligation to serve,” he lectures me. “Just think how it would be if we had to send the living into battle.”
I don’t say anything. I know the arguments by heart. All too well, in fact. It doesn’t help being related to the person who first proposed that the government militarize the zombies they’d created. Grandpa considered himself a hero for envisioning an end to all wars. But in the end, it broke the country apart and lead to its total isolation from the rest of the world.
“You don’t get a choice,” I tell him.
“They should at least tell you where they send your deceased relatives for their conscription.”
“You know how the government is about sharing that sort of information. People would just want to go see them or…” I let the thought drift off.
Or try to put them down.
“Unless you’re highly connected, you can just forget about finding out. And if you’re that connected, you can probably afford to buy out your LSC and be incinerated right away.”
Jake turns around and leans his back on the railing. He makes like he’s stretching, but out of the corner of my eye I can see him looking around. He stares off in the direction of the zombies for a moment.
“I suppose it could be worse,” he says, lifting the binoculars to his eyes. “The idea of getting blown to bits somewhere in China or Texas gives me the creeps.” He shudders. “At least if you’re a sewer cleaner or a guard there’s something to incinerate after your three years are up.”
“Yeah, turkey jerky,” I say. He gives me a strange look and I add, “You said it yourself: that’s what happens to a zombie after standing out in the hot sun for a few years.”
“The Undead don’t know heat or pain.”
“Maybe not.”
“One of them’s gone.”
He hands over the binoculars and I look. “Probably crawled back into its hole. The other one hasn’t moved at all.”
We stay there like that for several minutes. The next time he speaks his words both surprise me and explain a lot: “I totally had a crush on you last year.”
I turn to him, trying to keep my face neutral. Trying not to look surprised. I don’t know if I succeed. “Look, Jake,” I say. “You’re a nice guy, but…”
He waits. I want to tell him he’s not my type, but it’s such a cliché. And, besides, why would he tell me this now? Kelly and I had a little fight is all. It’s not like we broke up, leaving an opening for Jake to step into.
I sigh and shake my head. “You wouldn’t like me as much if you knew me better. I can be a total bitch sometimes.”
“I don’t think you—”
“How about we talk about something else for a while?”
He swallows, but the way he holds my gaze makes me feel like I’m the villain.
“You ever know anyone who got sent to The Game?” he asks after several more minutes pass.
And so we’ve come all the way back to G-ma Junie again.
I hand him back the binoculars and say, “They don’t usually last very long.” I know it totally doesn’t answer the question. “A few weeks at most.”
“I’ve seen Players on Survivalist leave The Game after only one day. God, that’s got to be so embarrassing.”
I can see why people would want to become Players. At least then a portion of the winnings goes back to the family. The longer you stay in, the more money you get. That’s why Operators—gamers who control CUs—are willing to pay top-dollar for the best, the freshest, and the strongest zombies. Even if they have to obtain them illegally.
“Do you think it’s true?” Jake asks, as if he can see inside my thoughts. “Do some people sell themselves into The Game?”
I shake my head. But once more it makes me think about G-ma Junie. I know it’s just my own suspicious nature, but it was like she was there one day, a young fifty-three-year-old woman with a good eleven years left before her LSC, and then, the next day she was gone. Just…gone. And what’s more, Ashley’s parents suddenly seemed to have some extra money. How else could she have ever afforded a Ronnie Marx bathing suit?
But, no. I can’t believe something like that. I just can’t see G-ma Junie as a Player. No Operator would ever buy someone as old and worn out as she was.
I shake my head. “No, I don’t think so,” I finally reply.
 
 ‡



Chapter 19
 
 
Two more zombies have joined the first. We watch them, fascinated by their incredibly slow, patient waltz. We wonder what they’re doing and why they seem to congregate in that one spot. What’s there? Did an animal die there or something? Do they even eat wild animal meat if they can’t get human flesh?
“It’s like they’re having a meeting or something.”
“Yeah, discussing the weather. ‘Hey, Bill, how ya feeling today?’ ‘Same as always, Frank. A little stiff.’”
Jake snorts.
“They must draw each other by their movement and sound.”
“I guess we’re too far away for them to notice us then.”
I nod and squint at their tiny figures. They seem to appear out of nowhere, then disappear again, as if melting into the ground. But it’s just an illusion, a trick of the distance and the shimmering air burning off the concrete.
Another half hour passes and the group has grown to a half dozen. We decide to call them a herd, although I actually prefer flock.
I try to tell them apart, but I can’t; they’re all burned a rich dark brown and are little more than skeletons.
Then we get the first ping from Micah:
<< IN! TRYNG 2 FND CUS. SNDNG APP >>
Jake and I install the program on our Links and open it. A map of the surrounding area pops up on our screens.
“How come I’m only tracking me?” Jake asks. He tilts his screen so I can see.
I look over, then down at my own screen. There’s only a single red blip, and when I tap it, my name’s the only one to appear. “Me, too.”
I’m in the middle of sending Micah a note when my Link pings. Micah’s already realized the problem:
<< SML GLTCH. WRKNG ON IT. PTNCE >>
“Glitch, right. In other words, ‘Don’t bother me. I already know.’”
Jake nods. “One of the others must’ve noticed it, and said something to him.”
“Too bad. I’d really like to see where they are.”
He clears his throat. “I’m sure he’s fine. Kelly, I mean.”
I know who he means. Yeah, I’m worried about my boyfriend, but I’m also worried about the others. I don’t reply to Jake’s attempt at reassurance, though. There’s no way he could know if they’re safe or not. In fact, his words only make me worry more.
“I should’ve gone with him.”
Jake picks up his pack and says, “Come on. Let’s get out of the sun.” He glances nervously at the zombies, even though they’re too far away to see with any clarity. “I’m broiling out here, and I’m not even wearing my wetsuit.”
He heads for the closest building in the opposite direction, an old fossil fueling station. Perched over the collapsing structure is a big plastic sign on a long pole. Its bottom corner is shattered. The plastic is bleached and faded, leaving only the hint of the red and yellow logo. The remaining letters spell out HELL.
We duck under the canopy built out over the fueling stands, but the shade provides little relief from the heat. The air feels just as stuffy and dry and stale. There’s not even a hint of a breeze. Jake kicks aside some trash to get to the door.
I’m surprised that all the glass in the windows and doors is still intact, but then I remember how quickly the infection overran the island, and how quickly the military came in and evacuated it. There’d be no one left to loot and ransack, nothing but zombies, and the IUs wouldn’t bother with glass unless they were trying to get through it to someone still alive.
The irony doesn’t escape me that the living can be so much more barbaric than the Undead.
Jake pulls a rusted metal trashcan loose from a tangle of wires and other debris. It scrapes along the cement. Underneath is a nest of spiders and mice, which scamper in all directions after being so rudely evicted. We take a few minutes to stomp the bugs dead.
“It’s a tumble weed,” he exclaims, holding one up by a branch. He tosses it out onto the cement apron, but it just falls, settling onto its bottom.
“I think you need wind for it to actually tumble.”
He smiles, then yanks on the door. “Locked. So much for—”
The glass explodes and Jake jumps back, yelping.
I kick the remaining shards loose and duck underneath the push bar inside.
“You could’ve warned me, you know!” he yells at my back.
“Sorry. Now we’re even.”
“For what?”
“For playing dirty in the dojang. For not saying anything about the zombie back in Manhattan. For being such an asshole to my boyfriend.”
Anger flares on his face for a moment. But then something flickers over it and the tension drains away. He grumbles a few words under his breath and follows me in.
It’s dusty and dark inside, a dull twilight that even the bright sunlight outside can’t seem to break. The shelves are still fully stocked, but there’s nothing worth taking. Everything’s at least a dozen years past its expiration date or brittle or mouse-eaten. Even the liquor looks questionable—not that I’d want it, even if I were a drinker. Just the thought of consuming anything that’s been sitting in zombieland for twelve years makes my stomach want to revolt.
We wander up and down the aisles, stopping to check out the old magazines. Yet another relic of the past. Everything’s digital now. Gone are the days of printed material, forced by the demise of the old postal system.
The covers of the magazines on top are nearly completely faded away, just the ghosts of images barely visible. I slide one out from behind the others. The colors are still vivid, having been protected from the air and the light.
“Here you go.” I toss it to Jake, who deftly snatches it out of the air.
“Playboy!” He drops it like it’s contaminated.
I reach down and pick it up. “You know how much you could get for this back home?”
Soft porn magazines like this were banned nearly a decade ago. There are Streams where you can find pornographic images, but it’s dangerous to do so. Getting caught labels you a sexual predator and can add years to your LSC. A lot of magazines like this one, as well as others that had absolutely nothing to do with porn, like Scientific American and Popular Science, were blamed for the moral corruption of our society, which in turn was blamed for causing the zombie outbreaks. Puritan logic.
“They’re illegal,” he says.
“Yeah duh. Since when did you become such a prude?”
He shrugs. “They catch you with one of these…”
“Yeah, yeah. They take another year or two or ten away from you. What does it matter anymore? They always find ways to add years. I don’t remember you being so worried about it when we came here. What do you think they’d do if they caught us? Do you think they’d just chuckle and say, ‘Nice try. Don’t do it again, kiddies.’?”
He sighs, then picks the magazine up off the floor. “Real paper,” he mutters, rubbing it between his fingers. “Snow.”
The cover shows a tall, buxom, waif of a woman with skin as white as a two-week old zombie. Her lips are the brightest red I’ve ever seen. She’s standing in a simulated pine forest, strategically placed snow-laden boughs covering her private parts. Barely.
I reach over and flip it open to the centerfold and read. “Miss March: Tatiana Lovinescu. God, what a name. Sounds like Titty Loving. ‘This all-natural Romanian beauty boasts a bounteous—’”
Jake pulls the magazine away. He gives me an embarrassed smirk before shoving it into his pack.
“You really are a prude, aren’t you. I’ll bet you’re still a virgin.”
His face goes crimson, but he doesn’t answer. Instead, he turns and heads for the exit. “It’s too hot in here.”
I chuckle as I follow him out. Just as we reach the door, there’s a thump from somewhere deep inside the store. We both stop.
He turns. Did you hea—”
“Shh!”
I lift my Link and thumb the screen to wake it. The app Micah sent comes to life, but it still only shows my little red blip and nothing else. Jake does the same with his, but gets the same result. Micah better get the tracker working soon or else it won’t matter.
“What do you think it was?” he whispers.
I wait a moment, then swivel on my toes and head back to check out the noise.
“Hey!”
I gesture for him to be quiet.
The store is arranged in four separate aisles running front to back. I make a full circuit of the inside, taking an indirect route to the back, but nothing seems amiss, not until I reach the end of the furthest aisle and see a bunch of cans lying on the floor. Cans that weren’t there before.
I try to blink away my panic. My blood is roaring through my head, sounding like a freight train. A zombie could be moaning right behind me and I wouldn’t be able to hear it.
I look up into the mirror in the corner of the ceiling. From where I’m standing I can see nearly all the aisles. I slowly creep forward until I reach the fallen cans. Nothing moves.
I pick one up. The label slips off and whirls to the floor. It’s all faded and half eaten away by mice and bugs. It’s got to be stew or beans or dog food. Rust discolors it and it smells of mouse urine.
Reggie’s voice speaks in my head. “Of course it smells like urine here,” he’d once joked, after Kelly complained once too often to Micah about the sorry state of the basement bathroom in his house. “That’s because you’re in here. Get it? You’re in here?”
Several more cans litter the top shelf, their labels similarly peeled or eaten away. Boxes of some other foodstuff sit nearby, holes chewed into their corners. Cream of wheat. They’re completely empty. When I touch one, the shelf rocks and two more cans roll to the floor.
“Jessie?”
“I’m fine,” I shout, straightening up. “It’s cool. Just some cans that fell off a loose shelf back here. Probably mice.” I toss the can I’m holding onto the floor and head toward the front door again.
The entire episode has set me on edge, though. I walk back, keeping my body rigid and my eyes trained straight ahead of me, even though I want to turn around and look behind. Even though it feels like I’m being watched. I don’t want to appear frightened; I’m not sure which of the two Jakes will appear if I do, the overconfident one or his scared helpless twin.
The few steps it takes to reach him feel like miles, and my scalp tingles and my blood pounds and I’m sure I’d jump out of my skin if just one more can of dog food happened to fall off the shelf. Thankfully, it doesn’t.
When we get back outside, I breathe a sigh of relief. He checks the time. “They should be back soon.”
“What’s your rush?” I ask, but I’m eager to see Kelly again, despite the way we’d left each other.
Jake reaches down and sweeps the broken glass off the step and sits down. “Might as well stay here in the shade before heading back over.”
I pull out my Link. “I’m just going to ping the guys and see what they’re up to. You should check on those zoms.”
But he doesn’t. He sits there watching me. From where he’s sitting, looking up, I know he’s got an unobstructed view. I’m wearing nothing else on top but my bikini top.
Despite his confession earlier—or maybe because of it—I pretend not to notice. Let him stare. It’s nice being noticed for once.
Don’t be like that.
It should be Kelly sitting there, not Jake.
It’s not his fault.
My Link pings at me as I’m thinking these things, startling me. I jump and almost drop it.
“It’s Kel,” I say, and relief and guilt both wash over me at the same time.
“He coming back?”
“Yeah.”
“What are you going to do when he does?”
“What do you mean?”
He fiddles with his own Link. “It’s just past one. We don’t have to leave for another hour and a half or so.”
I type in a reply as I consider the question.
“I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it. I guess I was so wrapped up in seeing if we could actually come here that I never thought about what we’d do once we did.”
But then I do think of something.
“Maybe we could find an old bookstore. You know how long it’s been since I held a real book in my hands?”
“Books?” He shakes his head. “More contraband.”
I finish my text and send it:
<< HURRY BCK. MISS U. SORRY >>
My Link pings almost immediately. It’s Kelly again. I open the file, expecting a text message, but instead it’s a photo. Seeing it, I nearly burst into tears. It’s a picture of the surprise he was talking about.
I turn my back on Jake so he can’t see me crying.
Jake gasps.
I turn just as he stumbles to his feet. His face is ash white.
“What’s the mat—”
He grabs my arm and spins me.
My face grows numb and I drop my Link in shock. Not thirty feet away are at least a dozen Infected Undead. They lurch forward, heading straight for us.
And the spookiest thing about it is that they’re making almost no noise at all.
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Chapter 20
 
 
“Back inside!” Jake hisses.
“Are you crazy? We’ll be trapped! We need to run for it!”
Their numbers have already doubled, as more of them stagger around the corners of the building, closing the gaps.
I grab Jake’s arm and twist him back around, but he resists. He dives through the broken glass door in a panic, kicking my Link out of reach as he does.
I watch it skitter to the feet of the closest zombies. They don’t even bother with it. Their feet grind it into the pavement. But Links are manufactured to withstand pretty much everything short of a nuclear bomb, so I know it won’t break. Still, Kelly’s photo is on there. I take a step toward it before Jake grabs the sleeve of my wetsuit dangling down.
“Jessie!” he screams.
“No, let go!” But by the time I’ve recovered we’ve lost any chance to escape through them. Now they’re three deep and pulling in tighter. I might be able to burst through them, but I can’t risk getting scratched or bitten. I let Jake pull me inside.
He runs to the nearest aisle and wrenches the metal shelf from its bracket. Items crash to the floor. He carries the shelf over and slips it between the door’s push bar and the frame.
“That’s not going to hold them!” I scream, but he ignores me and goes for another.
The first zombies are banging on the corners of the display windows, edging their way closer. The glass thuds, making dull, hollow noises. Those in front get pushed down by those behind. Their hands whisper over the glass, sounding rubbery and dry. A single moan rises from them, triggering all the others. The sound quickly grows.
One of them stumbles against the glass. Its skin is so shriveled and brown that it looks like bark. It opens its mouth and its teeth and tongue are as black as licorice. Its head hits the ground and pops like a puffball beneath the feet of the approaching horde.
“We’re trapped!” I shriek. “We need to find another way out. Jake, listen to me!”
By now he’s wedged three of the shelves into the opening. He pushes a fourth sideways, locking them all into place.
The zombies fill every spare inch of the window and have reached the door. They rattle it. The metal creaks and groans. They slap feebly on the glass, but there are so many that the glass vibrates. It bulges inward, then back out, as if it’s breathing. More zombies push against the ones in front and the glass bulges in again, crackling.
I slide behind the counter and tear through the dusty trash and mouse droppings underneath. There in the darkness I find exactly what I was hoping for: a pistol.
I yank it free. Its cold edges are rimed with flakes of reddish powder, gritty beneath my fingers. A shiver runs through me. But it’s not blood, it’s rust. Dust and cobwebs fill the muzzle. A quick check of the chamber tells me it’s loaded. I don’t have time to inspect the magazine. I pray it’s full and that the rounds inside it are still good.
When I was nine, my grandfather took me to the shooting range, defying my brother’s vehement wishes that he wouldn’t. But Eric was only seventeen then, a self-proclaimed pacifist, and Grandpa was a lot more imposing of a figure than he’s become since then.
“Your brother may be a spineless idiot, Jessie,” he told me then, “but I know you’re not. You need to learn how to fire a weapon. You need to know how to defend yourself.”
Call it whatever you want—irony or spite, or maybe even resignation—but right after Eric graduated from high school, he went and enlisted in the Marines. He volunteered to fight in Mexico and got sent with the Omegamen to China. Now he wears a gun on his hip. Granted, it’s an EM gun, but still. He’s not the young man I remember growing up knowing. He’s…changed.
But Grandpa still calls him spineless.
“Did Mom say it’s okay?” I’d asked him, hoping against hope that he wouldn’t answer. Or if he did, that he’d lie. I was breathless with excitement at the idea of firing a real gun, but I knew it was my duty as a daughter to ask for my mother’s permission. Of course, I could never remember a time when she’d ever actually taken that role seriously, but I still felt an obligation to give her the right to refuse something like this.
I’m not so naïve anymore.
Grandpa must’ve seen the look on my face because he said, “It’s okay, young lady. Your mom’s fine with it. I already asked her.” I didn’t challenge him. We were both complicit in a crime that was not of our own doing.
It wasn’t until many years later that he’d tell me it was the same gun my father had fired the night he died. I don’t know that it would’ve made any difference to me then. I doubt it.
I wrench open a drawer and look for the box of the remaining rounds inside. There has to be one. You can’t just buy a few bullets.
“Jessie!” Jake yells.
The moaning and banging from the front of the store has grown even louder, more insistent, spurred on by the racket Jake made before and continues to make now.
I take a quick look toward the front. The metal shelves are just thin sheets of aluminum and already they’re beginning to buckle against the weight of the zombies pressing against the door.
Jake flies past me and disappears past one of the displays near the back. I hear a door slam open, then the telltale sounds of bathroom stall doors being flung wide. Somewhere in the back of my mind I’m thinking what a crazy-ass time it is to be taking a dump.
“What the hell are you doing?” I scream, still searching for the rounds.
“There’s a window in here!” Then, “Shit! They’re outside in back, too. We’re surrounded!”
“Get out here, Jake!” I scream, alternately searching and checking the windows. The only thing that’s saved us from being overwhelmed is the zombies’ weakness. They’re slow and desiccated, weakened by years of not feeding. Their movements are stiff and jerky. Or at least they were. They seem to be waking up.
It’s the noise! Stop making so much noise!
I need to find that box of spare rounds.
“There’s a back door here,” Jake shouts. “Christ, where the hell are they all coming from?”
Draw them to the front!
How?
I spy the cash register. The bullets are probably in the back of the drawer.
I try to open it, but without electricity, the thing’s locked tight and won’t budge.
There’s a fire extinguisher sign in a back corner. As I hurry over to it, I hear the first splinter of glass from the front, a sharp report, followed by snapping sounds. I fling my head back. It’s just a crack, but the windows won’t hold for much longer.
I pray that my hunch is right.
“Jake, get the fuck out here! I need you!”
I find the extinguisher, but the object I really want is hanging on the wall next to it: an axe. I yank it free from the mount and sprint back to the front.
I don’t even slow down. I raise the axe over my head as I run and bring it down on the register. It crashes into the counter, missing the target by half a foot. I curse just as the window explodes inward. Glass rains down on the horde as the Undead tumble inside, slicing several of the zombies. But it doesn’t stop them. It doesn’t even slow them down.
The first ones trip and fall. The ones behind begin to climb over them, but they’re pushed down by the third wave. The growing mound of Undead acts as its own speed bump, buying me precious seconds.
I wrench the axe free from the countertop and bring it up again before slamming it down on the register. The ancient machine chimes and caves in, but the drawer stays closed. Two more quick swings and it finally pops free. But now the first zombies are less than ten feet away. I raise the pistol, cock it and squeeze the trigger with one hand while the other yanks the drawer fully open.
Coins and bills shower to my feet. The gun goes off, rocking me onto my heels.
My hand is shaking so badly that the shot goes wide. A hole opens up in the chest of a zombie further back. The bullet passes easily through it and shatters the unbroken window, unleashing another torrent of the walkers into the store. The zombie I hit rocks backward and falls. It’s quickly overrun by others.
“What the hell was that?” Jake screams from the back.
I aim and the second shot finds the forehead of the closest zombie. Its head explodes in a powder. The skull shatters and the thing collapses. I get off two more shots and drop two more of them before I see Jake out of the corner of my eye, skidding up the aisle.
“This way!” he screams, pinwheeling his arms.
I manage to fire another three rounds, but only one zombie goes down. The noise is making them go berserk. Their moans are shrieks of desperation and their movements are much more focused.
“You can’t shoot them all!”
I know he’s right. There’s no way I’d even be able to reload the clip, even if I had a thousand rounds. They’d be on top of me in a second. And my shoulder already burns from the recoil.
How I wish I had an EM gun.
I duck quickly down and sweep my hand over the floor until it encounters an object with some heft to it. I lift it and shove it into the elastic waist of the wetsuit without looking. Then I grab the axe in my other hand and run toward Jake, knocking a withered zombie in a faded too-large muumuu out of my way. She tips and falls in slow motion.
“I’m coming,” I shout, and I pray Jake’s not just planning on barricading us in the bathroom.
He’s standing beside a metal door, one hand up to stop me, his eyes glued to the tiny opening.
“Jake, you better have a plan, because they’re fucking coming!”
He reaches down and grabs something off the floor. It’s a tire iron. The other hand holds a—
“Is that a toilet plunger?”
“Yeah.” He kicks the door open.
I don’t have time to say anything else before we’re rushing out into the bright sunlight.
There are only a handful of zombies in back now, the rest drawn to the front by the gunshots. They turn as one as we skid out onto the loose gravel behind the store and begin their advance. They’re moving frightfully fast, faster than the ones we first saw in front.
I step around Jake and with a quick shot from the pistol dispatch an Infected wearing the still-recognizable remains of a tattered business suit. Like the others inside, its head explodes in a fine powder, not the spray of gore I keep expecting. A strange powder that lingers in the air before slowly drifting back to the ground.
“What the—?” Jake exclaims. “Jesus, that’s sick!”
“Jesus is dead and he ain’t coming back! Now move!”
Another zombie quickly takes the place of Business Suit. I swing the axe one-handed like a sword, not caring if I hit the thing with the flat side or the edge of the blade. Instead, the spike sinks into the monster’s face. It falls, pulling me down with it.
Jake reaches over and grabs me, keeping me from falling right onto the blade, but knocking me in the head with the plunger. He swings his other hand at another zombie. It spins around.
He swings again, and the plunger strikes it on the shoulder with a dull thwop, accomplishing absolutely nothing. The zombie reaches out. Jake thrusts straight at its face. I expect to see the plunger stick, but the zombie tumbles over backward instead.
“Really?” I shout. “You couldn’t find anything better? A toilet brush, maybe?”
“Closest thing to a dahn bohng I could find,” he says, referring to the short sticks some fighters use in hapkido.
“I prefer the long staff.”
“You’re doing just fine with that pistol!”
I stumble back to my feet. He points to an opening and we sprint for it.
His backpack bounces up and down and from side to side, making him look awkward. He twirls his plunger and tire iron like batons.
The zombies that were heading around the sides of the store have changed direction and are now staggering toward us. Jake heads for the widest space between them, then suddenly veers off in a new direction.
“Where are you going? Our gear is the other way!”
“Yeah,” he puffs. “Exactly.” And I realize he’s right. We need to lead them away, not toward it. Otherwise we’ll never be able to leave.
The Holiday Inn rises up before us. I wonder if Reggie and Ash are still inside. They should’ve finished by now and come back already. Do they even realize what’s going on out here? How could they have not heard the gunshots?
And then I envision them in a hotel room, unaware that it’s filling with zombies, the sounds of their lovemaking attracting them from other parts of the hotel.
“Where’d they come from?” I pant. “Jake? Jake, stop! We can’t just keep running around like this. We need a plan. And it has to include the others.”
He slows, nodding, but doesn’t stop. I jog to keep up with him.
“We might be running directly into even more of them.”
He puts on the brakes and I plow into him.
“Jesus, Jake!”
“I don’t know where they’re coming from, Jessie.” But there’s something in his eyes, an accusing look. He thinks this is my fault.
“They heard the glass breaking.”
“It’s not your fault, Jess.”
He takes a moment to assess our situation, turning in a full circle. Other than the zombies swarming the refueling station, the place still seems empty, but now we know we can’t trust this perception.
The zombies we can see number at least fifty by now. They’ve turned and are heading toward us, as if we’re magnets.
There are so many of them. So many, and they showed up so suddenly. Where were they hiding? And why? Were they just trying to stay out of the sun? Were they…planning?
I can’t believe I’m even entertaining such thoughts. The Undead don’t think.
“Jake?”
He’s staring at the Holiday Inn. “That’s where Ashley and Reggie went, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, and that’s why we can’t go there. We’ll lead the zombies right to them.”
“What if they’re—” He stumbles backward, swearing and shaking his head as some variation of the thought I’d had moments before comes to him. “I hope they didn’t come from inside there.”
“You need to ping them,” I say. I feel naked without my Link, vulnerable. Helpless. “We need to warn the others.”
He glances back at the zombies, his eyes still crazed with fright. “Shit,” he repeats, but he nods and pulls out his Link. As he does, he starts walking, cutting off to the right and toward more open ground. “Keep an eye out for me, Jess,” he says, gesturing with his free hand. He babbles almost incoherently into the Link.
“They’re getting closer, Jake. We need to move.”
“Okay,” he says, slipping the Link back into his pocket.
We start jogging again.
“You told everyone?”
“I tried Micah. No time to key in anyone else.”
“You spoke to him? Is he coming?”
“He wouldn’t accept. I left a message.”
“Damn it!”
I notice we’re heading for the tower, the same one Micah said he was going to earlier. It’s at least a quarter mile off, far enough away that we’ll easily lose the zombies before we arrive.
I’m not sure this is the best plan, however. I don’t like having my back up against the wall—literally—and we don’t know if there are more zoms in front of us. On the other hand, we need to lead them away, anywhere, just not toward the gear.
And we need to do it quickly, because it now looks like there are close to a hundred of them.
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Chapter 21
 
 
Jake’s Link pings just as we reach the first row of taller buildings. They look like warehouses. We slip around the corner of one and find the street deserted. It’s a row of shops. Wouldn’t it be ironic if one of them was a bookstore?
We stop to read the message:
<< ON MY WY >>
Jake quickly tries to open a voice line, but Micah doesn’t answer.
“Come on, man!” he grunts, pacing anxiously. “Why won’t he accept? Damn it!”
He’s practically screaming with fright. I try to calm him down. The last thing we want to do is to draw out even more zombies from wherever they might be hiding. “Just leave a message. We need to keep moving.”
“Stay there, Micah,” he tells the recorder. “We’re coming to you.”
“Stay there?” I say. “No! He needs to come back. We need to get back to the equipment and leave!”
Jake pockets his Link. “Not with those things just standing there!”
He brushes past me to peek around the corner. “Damn it. They’ve stopped. Stupid things. They’re just shuffling around in random directions now.”
I look for myself. From the relative safety of our hiding spot, I can rest a moment and get a better look at them. Their clothes are faded and hang on them in rags. If they have any at all. I notice how weathered they are, dry and dark and timeworn, barely much more than skeletons. The plastination of their flesh from the infection is obvious. The Infected Undead, victims of the outbreak thirteen years ago, the ones the military left behind. Chocolate, sexless, men and women and children. Chocolate monsters.
I put my hand on his shoulder. “Jake—”
“We’ve got to draw them away from the tunnel,” he says, shaking my hand off. Before I realize what he’s doing he’s back out in the middle of the street, waving his arms and shouting. “Hey, you! Over here! We’re over here!”
“Jake!” I whisper, darting out and grabbing his tee shirt. “What the hell are you doing? Stop it!” I check behind us to make sure the street is still empty.
He ignores me and shouts even louder. He jumps and waves and screams. The urban canyon we’re in begins to fill with moaning sounds. They echo all around us, amplified by the closeness of the buildings.
Stiff as wooden dolls, the zombies turn and make their way toward us.
From a distance, they all seem agonizingly slow. But now I can see that this is wrong. Not all of them are slow. Some move faster. But that’s not the only difference. They have a waxier sheen to their skin and their muscles don’t seem as atrophied. They have the same aimless shuffle as the rest, but their steps are longer. Their legs swing just a fraction of a second brisker. Their movements are more precise, more…focused. Fresh zombies? But how?
I don’t know, but these are the ones we need to worry about.
“Let’s circle around,” Jake says. He grabs my arm and turns me. “Maybe we can find a dead-end alley with a fire escape or something.”
“You want to use us as bait to draw them into an alley?”
“You’d rather stand and fight?”
I shake my head. “I’d rather just go home.”
“Better if we herd them into an alley than leave them scattered about.”
“Only one problem,” I say. “They’re not cows. And they’re already too scattered.”
“I never said it would be easy.” He points to a pair of tall buildings with a narrow space between them. We hurry over, but as soon as we turn the corner we can see that it won’t work. The other end is open.
“We’re wasting time, Jake,” I say. “We need to find the others and get out of here.”
We stumble back onto the main street. The first of the zombies are already there, a half dozen lurching toward us, their movements deceptively quick.
“Fuck,” Jake pants. “Does it seem like they’re getting faster?” He backs away.
“Just run,” I say, but he’s right. They are fast, and getting faster.
We both turn into the alley and run. When we reach the other end, we turn again, angling perpendicular to the tower and the tunnel as best we can. Our footsteps slap against the road, echoing off the buildings, sounding like clapping.
“This way!” I hiss, reaching out for Jake’s arm and turning to the right. His shirt slips from my fingers and he continues straight down the broad road. “Jake!”
He spins around. His eyes are wild, but he follows me. This constant swinging of his between lucidity and panic is driving me crazy.
“We need to get back,” I gasp. “We can’t worry about Micah. He’ll catch up to us.”
He looks at the gun still in my hand. “How many bullets do you have left?”
“I don’t know.” Then I remember the box and pull it from my wetsuit.
“Paperclips?”
“Shit!” I throw the box away. It breaks open and bullets spill out, scattering across the pavement. “Damn.”
Jake hurries over and starts to pick them up.
“No time!” I yell. “Leave them. Even if we can just grab the gear and get it into the water, that’s better than waiting. It’s our only chance!”
New footsteps echo around us, someone running. We both look up in time to see Micah sprinting past us on the street ahead. He doesn’t see us.
“Micah!”
But he’s already disappeared.
“Shit. Micah!”
Micah’s head reappears around the corner. He looks up the road in the direction he just came from and makes a snap decision. He sprints toward us. “Get out of here!” he screams. “Go back!”
The moaning is growing louder. The street behind us suddenly fills with walkers. “Run,” Micah shouts.
Jake and I spin around. The zombies crowd into the street, lurching madly at us, moaning and shrieking and clacking their rotting teeth.
“Shit! Aw, shit!”
“Calm down, Jake,” I tell him. “You need to calm down.”
“We’re trapped!”
Yeah, whose fault is that? But I don’t say it. I push him toward one of the buildings.
Lifting my arm, I bring the axe down on the display window of a bridal shop. The gowns inside are yellowed and dusty. When the glass shatters and falls on them, they tear easily and flake to the floor.
“What the hell is it with you and breaking glass?” Jake screams.
“Just get inside!”
Micah reaches us. He doesn’t hesitate. He vaults over the high brick sill of the display window and into the store. Glass crunches under his feet. He stops, turns, and reaches down to help us in.
Jake hesitates.
“Get your goddamn ass in here,” Micah growls at him as he pulls me up.
I don’t stop to help. I head for the back of the store, looking for the emergency exit or loading door or whatever the hell they’ve got. It’s our only chance to evade the zombie horde.
I hear footsteps behind me.
“I cut myself on the glass,” Jake wails, holding his arm. Blood seeps through his fingers. It looks like a nasty gash, but I can’t worry about that right now. “Why’d you pick this shop? The one next door had a bigger window.”
I don’t have time to explain it to him. I kick down a door marked “Employees Only” and find what I’m looking for. There’s an emergency exit across the room, but I see that it’s secured with a chain and a padlock.
I swing the axe behind me.
“Give her some room, dummy!” Micah shouts, pulling Jake back. The axe barely misses Jake’s head as I bring it forward in a sidearm chop.
The blade pings off the chain. I try again, but the chain still holds.
Micah grabs my arm. “Give it to me. From the front of the store, the sounds of moaning and breaking glass come to us.
Jake goes over and tries to barricade the inner door.
Micah lifts the axe with both hands and brings it down on the latch that holds the chain to the jamb. It bends. He tries again, taking smaller, more precise swings. Finally it shatters and falls away. He hands the axe back, then reaches over and pushes the door open.
The alley is narrow. It’s also open on both ends, but it’s empty and there aren’t any zombies in sight. We edge out of the shop. We could very well be trapped, but at the moment it’s our only option.
Micah lifts a board from the ground and wedges it against what’s left of the doorknob, locking the zombies inside. Then he pulls out his Link.
“What the hell are you doing?” Jake shrieks. “Calling for a pizza?”
“Just keep an eye out!”
I do a quick scan. There are no windows in this alley, no way to easily break into another building if we find ourselves trapped. And the fire escapes are well out of reach above our heads.
“This way,” Micah whispers. He puts his Link in his pocket and leads us toward the street he was running down earlier. “We’ll probably have to take a few out,” he says. He glances at the gun in my hand. “But there shouldn’t be as many as you had chasing you. What the hell did you do? Wake the entire island up?”
I give him a look of such frustration that he quickly turns away and starts running up the road.
He’s light on his feet, almost as quiet as a cat. For someone who spends ninety percent of his free time in his basement getting drunk and hacking games, he’s surprisingly athletic.
We reach the end of the alley and peek around the corner. A few zombies are milling about. Apparently these are the “slow” ones.
“Felt like a hundred of them before,” he says. “Nowhere as near as many as were chasing you.” He smiles. “Must be that perfume you’re wearing.” He pauses, then adds, “Jake.”
“I’m not—”
I interrupt his protest. “Where the hell were they? That’s what I want to know. And what woke them all up? Was it noise?”
Micah shakes his head. “Couldn’t be. I didn’t make any. But when I stepped out of the tower I was totally surrounded. Damn things were all over the place, like they knew I was there. Scared me so badly I just ran right through them. That’s when you pinged me, Jake.”
“Did you get scratched or bitten?”
He shakes his head.
“Shouldn’t we be moving,” Jake hisses, “instead of just standing here making small talk?”
Micah takes another look around the corner. “Wait another minute and see if the rest of them clear out.”
He pulls his Link out again, reminding me that I’m still missing mine. I just hope there’s a chance to go back to the fueling station so I can get it.
“The others should be there by now,” Jake says. “Did you let them know what’s happening? Is that what you’re doing?”
Micah shakes his Link and frowns. He taps the screen. The frown turns into a scowl. “Has anyone pinged either of you?”
I shake my head and quickly tell him about losing my Link. Jake checks his, then shakes his head, too. “Nothing.”
Micah looks up in the sky, as if the answer to whatever is bothering him is written there. “I can’t reach them. I hope they’re okay.”
I swallow my panic. “The road’s almost clear,” I tell them. “Wait just a couple more—”
But then a horrible grating noise comes from behind us in the alleyway. The board Micah had wedged into place snaps and flies off, spinning into the air and hitting the opposite wall. The door swings open, vomiting zombies into the road.
“Go!”
 
 ‡



Chapter 22
 
 
“They’re there!” Jake shouts. “I see them!”
He’s outpaced us and is now sprinting along a good hundred feet ahead of me and Micah. I want to tell him not to get too far ahead, but I’m too out of breath. Even Micah’s beginning to gasp. But Jake’s still running like he could go on like this all day.
“There’s Ash and Reg!”
Alarm bells ring inside my head. Where’s Kelly?
“They’ve already got their suits on.”
Now I’m glad I left mine on.
Micah and I top a small rise and now I can see the others. They haven’t noticed us yet. But just as I’m about to warn Jake not to shout, he calls out.
Kelly appears from around the back of the car. The trunk’s open and he’s already fully geared up, even though we hadn’t planned on leaving yet. Then I see the bodies of a dozen zombies scattered about them and can guess what happened.
“Jessie!” He starts running toward us.
I wave him back. “Get the gear!” I yell, but my voice sounds too small. My throat is dry. Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement. The slower zombies that had been tracking us earlier are now emerging from between the buildings where we first entered the row of shops. Directly behind us are the faster ones.
“Get the gear!” Micah echoes, though a lot louder.
The three at the car turn and gather the rest of the equipment. Jake is the first to reach them and he quickly grabs his wetsuit. Micah and I reach them moments later.
Jake’s struggling to get his legs in. Reggie screams to let him help. Ashley runs over to Micah with his suit while Kelly comes to me with my mask.
“Hurry up, Jessie!” Kelly shrieks. I want to slap him. What does he think I’m doing?
I’d started pulling my arms into the suit even before I got there. They slip easily on.
Jake’s yanking at the second leg, screaming in frustration. His suit doesn’t want to go on. I realize it’s because his suit is still wet but he’s not. He hasn’t even broken a sweat. “Get some water!” I scream at Reggie. “Wet down his skin.”
The closest zombies are about a hundred feet away now.
I zip my suit up, then shift the gun from my other hand. I aim at the closest zombie and squeeze the trigger. The gun clicks.
“Shit! Where’s my mask?” I toss the gun away, but keep the axe.
Kelly hands me my mask, along with his goggles. I push them away. “They’re not going to fit me!”
Reggie scrambles back up from the water’s edge. He hurries over to Jake with his hands cupped, but the water spills out before he gets him. The two of them start fighting over how to get the suit on Jake. Reggie just starts shoving parts of Jake’s body into places inside the wetsuit where they don’t belong. Jake’s shaking with terror now, useless. Even from where I’m standing I can see that his suit is twisted. He’ll never get it zipped up. Reggie tries anyway. He gives the zipper a massive tug and it rips.
“Never mind,” I scream. “Get into the water!”
Kelly has taken my axe and run over to the first zombies. He takes two out and is working on a third. They seem to appear out of nowhere, swarming, their moans filling my ears.
“Kelly!”
He throws the axe at another and sprints back, snatching our backpacks from the ground and hurling them out and over the water. “Let’s go!” he yells, as they splash down.
Ashley and Micah are already climbing down the fence. Ash reaches the water first and plunges in, pushing her gear and flippers ahead of her. I snatch my flippers and head for Jake and Reggie, who are still stupidly struggling with the suit.
“No time! Into the goddamn water!”
I grab two more pairs of flippers as Kelly gets their packs. Everything gets hurled over the railing. Reggie kicks at a zombie while pushing at Jake, who’s practically sobbing by now and babbling. The zombie gets back up and comes at them again, but it has to push past several of its comrades.
Reggie swings the spare equipment bag at them, bowling them all down.
I grab Jake and yank him away just as another zombie reaches for him. Its blackened fingers close over empty space. Its momentum trips it, but it doesn’t stop coming.
“Wrong way!” Jake screams.
“You’re going over!”
I grunt and push him over the railing. He flips in mid-air, then splashes into the water.
A hand rakes my back. Instinctively, I step away, even as I reach back, grab, and pull. I use the attacker’s own weight against itself. But I realize only too late what I’ve done as the zombie follows Jake over the railing. I try to pull it back, shouting, “Lookout!” But its arm rips from its socket with a dry popping sound.
There’s a splash. Ashley screams. Or maybe it’s Jake.
The next zombie lurches at me, but then Kelly launches himself at it and it flies off to one side.
“Go!” he shouts.
“Not without you!”
“I’m coming.”
And we vault the railing.
The surface comes up fast. It’s a roiling, chaotic mass of water and air as Jake kicks himself away from the zombie. Micah is slashing at it with his knife. Reggie is swimming over, but without flippers he’s moving too slowly. Our gear bags slowly gather against the wall of the overpass, pushed there by the breeze and the waves that everyone’s thrashing is making.
“I’ll help Jake,” Kelly yells. “Get your flippers.”
I swim over and find them. I’ve just managed to get the second one on when there’s a splash right beside me. I look up and see a zombie tilting over the railing right over me.
“Jessie!”
I kick away from the wall just as it falls, narrowly missing me. Then it seems to be raining zombies as more and more of them tumble over the railing in their attempt to reach us. Some sink immediately, while others bob near the surface. They thrash. Their moans turn to gurgles as their throats fill with water.
“The gear!”
“Forget the gear,” Reggie says. He’s got his flippers on now and is swimming Jake’s over to him. “We need to go! Now! Look!”
Dozens of the Infected Undead now line the overpass. The line presses forward. A dozen bodies fall and another line takes its place.
“Shit!” Ash screams. “Oh, my fucking god where are they all coming from!”
Jake has finally managed to get the rest of his gear on and has gathered with the others about thirty feet from the overpass. I’m still off to one side, separated from them by twenty or so feet of water and several floating zombies leering at us.
“We need those spare canisters,” Reggie roars, holding up his mask, but he doesn’t move to get them. Nobody does. To do so would be suicide, since our bags are floating against the overpass. There’s no way any of us can reach them. “These still have the used ones!”
 “You didn’t switch out the canisters?” Jake screams. “What the hell were you doing?”
“Never mind that,” Kelly says. “Which bag are they in?”
“We can’t!” Micah shouts. He turns to Jake. “You said these last about three hours, right? Well it took us half that to get here. I hope for our sake you’re right.”
He then shouts over at me to stay put. “We’ll meet underwater.” Then he instructs Kelly to swim over to me. A minute later, Kelly surfaces a few feet to my right. He grabs my hand.
Micah checks his Link one last time and curses. “Where’d the time go?”
“I don’t care,” Ashley says. “I’m going now!”
We all nod in agreement. It’s now or never.
“But this time,” Kelly shouts, “we all stay together.”
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Chapter 23
 
 
We meet underwater and join hands. The scene around us is surreal: A panoramic movie of zombies drifting down into the darkness below. They lurch and twist at us, looking like dying earthworms dropped into a child’s bucket. They remind me of autumn, of rotting leaves sinking into a lake.
Then I remember the old video stream Reggie found one day while searching through some archived footage from the first part of the century: people falling from a burning building, plummeting to the ground, dropping, dropping, until the whole building collapses into a ball of dust that reaches to the clouds and turns the sun red.
“Is this real?” I’d asked, horrified at the images. “This can’t be real.”
Ashley asked her G-ma Junie about it and G-ma Junie told her to hush and never bring it up again. “Destroy the video. It’s illegal to speak of things that happened before.”
We slip between the falling bodies. It’s easy to evade them. They can’t swim. They only drift down, and then they slip along the bottom as the current catches them.
I remember the one that attacked me on our way in. It had acted differently. It seemed like it knew how to swim. But maybe that’s just how I’m remembering it.
Is it still alive? Is it lying on the bottom of the tunnel somewhere, unable to move because of its severed spine? How long could it stay there like that? Forever? Would the fish eat it?
The pile of zombies directly beneath the overpass is so large that they continue to rain down. The seething mass writhes and splashes, bodies disengaging themselves as the zombies struggle against one other. We don’t stick around to watch. We swim quickly past them and they ogle back at us, looking almost resentful, their mouths gaping and their tongues lolling out. Their eyes black with death, full of longing and hunger.
Earthworms, I tell myself. That’s all they are.
Except earthworms don’t want to eat you. At least not while you’re still alive.
The current gently pushes us forward. Already it’s very weak, suggesting it’ll turn soon. We’ll end up fighting it again the closer we get to Manhattan.
We enter the same tunnel we came through earlier. Between the six of us, only two flashlights remain. Reggie holds one as he leads the group into the darkness. The rest of us form a chain, each holding the hand of the person in front: Reggie, Ashley, me, Kelly, Jake, and finally Micah in back. He holds the other flashlight. We push ourselves to the limit, kicking hard with our flippers to get away from that terrifying place.
I’m thirsty and tired, faint from hunger. My feet hurt and my knees burn from all the running we’ve done. My arms ache from swinging the axe. I can’t see very much, and what I can see is blurry.
But I don’t want to see. I keep my eyes closed and concentrate on kicking and for once I’m glad that Reggie is the one leading us out. He’s always been the physically strongest among us.
We arrive near the place where the zombie attacked me. I only know this by instinct. Or maybe I imagine Kelly’s grip tightening on my hand. I keep my eyes closed. It makes the time pass quicker. Soon. Soon we’ll be home. I never want to come back.
I concentrate on my breathing—in and out and in again—timing my kicks to keep the rhythm going. The beat becomes a part of me, a part of my own living rhythm, until I no longer have to think about it.
Images gradually creep back into my mind, so slowly and stealthily that I don’t realize it at first. The zombies in the store, the way their heads exploded like sacks of flour, like they were so old that they’d completely dried up inside. How could they still be…alive?
The ones that attacked us after we’d returned to where our gear was hadn’t been like that. The faster ones. One of the zombies Kelly had beheaded had made a wet squelching sound when it fell. A thick, deep red fluid had oozed from its neck. It was a fresh zombie.
I shudder.
Reggie stops a couple times, both times asking us via Link if we’re all okay. Kelly notices that I don’t have mine and gives me a curious look. I shrug and hold out my empty hands. He types something into his screen, then shows it to me:
<< LOST? >>
I nod. He shakes his head. I’ll need to figure out how to explain it to the Department of Citizen Registration when we get back. The questionnaire for a lost Link is over a thousand questions long.
The second time Reggie stops, I notice the drag on us. The current has stopped pushing at us. And while it isn’t yet pulling us back yet, the lack of assistance combined with our fatigue is slowing our progress. We’ve depleted our energy reserves.
I’m especially beginning to feel it, since I didn’t eat earlier. My legs cramp. There’s a stitch in my side. Any adrenaline I’d been running on has long since evaporated away.
Micah gives Reggie an impatient look and gestures at him to keep going. We quickly reform our chain and carry on. We don’t know how much longer our cartridges will last. Once more, I close my eyes and let the others guide me.
The minutes pass. Then I feel Ash and Kelly release my hands. I open my eyes, thinking we’ve reached the end. But everything’s still dark, except for the two beams of light, spreading out.
I push myself toward the source of the closest one. Jake’s face emerges from the gloom. I grab his hand and hold on. He stops and looks at me, confused, tension filling his face.
He holds up his Link and types:
<< BLOCKED >>
He reads my frown immediately, since I have no goggles to distort my eyes. Gripping my hand once more, he points downward with the light. Below us is the faint outline of the rear of the old bus we’d passed on our way in.
I look up again. The debris dam looms over us, tall and massive. It stretches all the way to the ceiling and spans the tunnel from one side to the other. A large tree trunk pokes through it, its stunted roots looking like a gorgon’s head, a nest of unidentifiable flotsam trapped within its tentacles.
Jake swings the light over to the side. I’m barely able to make out Kelly and Reggie. They’re at the opening we used earlier, but now it’s blocked. I can see them trying to move something. Ash and Micah hover nearby with the other flashlight. Reggie must have given Jake his light to locate another opening.
I urge his hand to point the beam over the surface of the logjam once more, looking for another way through. Below us, a stream of mud eddies out of a narrow gap beneath the bus. In just the few seconds we hover there, the cloud spreads up to meet us.
A new alarm rises up inside of me: the current has shifted.
Jake realizes this too. He yanks the light away and swings it back up at Reggie and Kelly. They’ve got a corner of what looks like a box spring mattress and are pulling at it, trying to pry it loose. Jake makes an urgent noise with his throat, but we’re too far away for them to hear it. I begin to kick my way up toward them.
I reach Ash just as I start hearing a soft plinking noise below us. I look down and see Jake urgently banging the handle of his knife on the flashlight, trying to alert the others. Ashley hears it and turns, inadvertently shifting the light in Micah’s hands away from Kelly and Reg.
Just then there’s a low grinding noise, massive and ominous. I feel it in my bones, and I sense, rather than see or hear, the pile beginning to shift, the low grinding of several tons of material moving against itself, pushed forward by the strengthening current, unrelieved now that its only opening has been obstructed.
Jake makes that urgent sound in his throat again, but Kel and Reg don’t hear. He swims past us and stabs them with his light. They keep working on pulling the mattress free.
Now I see the first fingers of muddy water beginning to surge past them. I grab Ashley’s arm and pull her away.
Her eyes narrow at me in confusion. She pulls back.
A loud metallic moaning sound comes from the bottom of the pile. The bus lurches. Ash makes a sound in her throat. I gesture that the boys need to hurry.
Jake reaches Kelly and pushes him away. They begin to wrestle with each other. Reggie turns and stares as if they’re crazy. His body stiffens. He watches them do their slow motion fight for a moment before he tries to separate them.
Something shoots through the small opening. It wraps around Jake’s head. He tears it away and tries to see what it is, but it slips from his hand and disappears into the gloom. Kelly takes the opportunity to move away.
I wave my arms, but they don’t see me. Jake grabs Reggie and points down, but Reggie can’t see what he’s pointing at; it’s too dark. Behind them, the mattress bulges out. Jake points again and waves his hands in a sweeping motion. Reggie shakes his head. Jake gives up and tries Kelly again.
Behind them, the mattress twists. Suddenly, it shoots out of the gap, hitting Reggie in the back. A bubble of air escapes his mouth and his mask sinks away. For a moment he looks unconscious, but then his head whips around and his hands go to his throat.
I dive downward into the darkness, not knowing where I’m going, only moving by instinct. I sweep my arms around until I feel something light brush against the back of my hand and I stab at it until my fingers wrap around the tube connecting the cartridge to Reggie’s mask. It seems like a miracle, but I’ll take it. I turn and kick my way up.
Reggie is still struggling. He’s drifting away toward the darkness, but nobody else sees him. Kel and Micah are moving to the opening. They see that it’s clear again. Jake swims up to them, still gesturing.
A series of thumps comes to us from all around. They echo dully and ponderously, sounding like they’re coming from the other side of the heap. A loud scrape follows. Everyone stops what they’re doing to look around. Everyone but me and Reggie.
I swim desperately toward the gloom, towards Reggie’s fading ghostly shape. I get one last glimpse of his eyes just before he disappears: they’re wild and bulging behind his goggles.
I hear the sudden release of air and I know Reggie’s using the air in his goggles. There’s another release. Then a third. How many more before it’s empty?
I need to find him.
Kelly’s suddenly there, pulling me back toward the opening. He spins me around. I see Micah hanging onto the edge of the metal cage, kicking against the current, casting his light inside to see if it’s clear all the way through. The mud swirls through in thick clouds. But the current looks too strong. Even if it’s wide enough for us to swim through, how can we?
I push Kelly away and turn. I kick into the darkness.
Then the light turns toward us. I see Reggie up ahead, his hands clasped over his mouth, his cheeks bulging. His eyes lock on me, and the mask in my hand. He kicks weakly, but he’s still drifting further away.
I finally reach him. He clutches me desperately. Even starving of air, his grip is like steel. I thrust his mask into his face. He takes it and exhales explosively into the canister, then inhales. The canister wheezes from the force of his breathing. I fear he’ll burst the bag inside.
In he breathes. Out. Repeating the cycle as I try to tow him back toward the heap. But it’s against the current. It’s like towing a boulder through quicksand.
Reggie recovers enough to help me. Finally we reach the opening. Items are falling all around, tumbling down around us or being swept up in the rush of water through the gap.
Kelly’s got his Link out. He flashes the screen at us:
<< 2 DANGERUS >>
He points back the way we came.
Ashley shakes her head. She grabs for Kelly’s arm and misses, tries again, grabs his ankle. I can see her shaking her head vehemently at him and pointing in the other direction. There’s no way she’s going back to Long Island.
I feel Reggie push against me. He’s still shaking, but stronger than he was even just a moment before. His recovery is amazingly quick. He grabs the edge of the metal cage and pulls himself into the opening.
The urgency is clear in Kelly’s eyes, but Ashley takes the opportunity to jockey her way into the gap. The current pushes her back and she somersaults. But then a hand shoots through the opening and grabs her, turning her around. The gap shifts; the cage begins to crumple.
Micah grabs me and shoves me toward the opening. Then Kelly follows me. I pass Reggie inside, wedged in a tiny recess. He helps us through. Just in front of me, I see Ashley’s flippers disappearing out the other side.
Something flutters past my face. Then something else drags across my arm, scratching me. I kick and strain and grab onto anything that’ll keep me from sliding back. I’m acting on adrenaline. We all are. There’s nothing else left.
I push and pull and kick. Then I shoot through the opening and find calmer water. Ash returns with a pole. She pokes it through. Kelly grabs it and pulls himself out.
There’s a loud rumble and everything shifts several feet. Ashley loses her air and lets go of the pole. I take her place while she recovers.
Just as the entire debris pile shudders, Micah emerges. There’s a loud crack and a rumble and the cage collapses upon itself. Micah’s flashlight gets ripped from his hand. It tumbles away, then winks out. Complete darkness descends over us.
Someone grabs me. A Link screen glows, showing me Kelly’s face. He pulls me clear of the pile.
Jake! my mind screams. He never made it through.
Kelly points. I catch a glimpse of Ash holding her Link before her, the mask now back in her mouth: she’s trying to put her goggles on. Micah’s helping her.
I don’t see Reggie or Jake.
Then Reggie appears in the faint glow of Ash’s Link. We join them, clustering close together.
<< JK? >>
We all shake our heads.
Reggie types:
<< CANT STAY. CANSTER FAILNG >>
Kelly shakes his head. He points at the pile and begins to swim toward it. But then he stops and turns. He pushes his mouthpiece deeper in and sucks. Panic rises in his eyes.
I can also feel it. I don’t know if it’s just because Reggie mentioned the canisters failing or if it’s actually happening, but I’m suddenly feeling light-headed, just like I did on the way over. There’s a dull pressure behind my eyes and I fight the urge to breath deeper and faster. How many more breaths do I have left?
I snatch Ash’s Link and quickly scroll through it to find Jake’s contact. Pictures of people flash by, some I recognize, others I don’t. One goes by so fast that it doesn’t register at first, someone I know. Someone Ash shouldn’t.
Then there’s Jake’s image. I ping him.
There’s no response.
Micah grabs Ash’s hand and pulls her, but I won’t let him. I try Jake’s Link a second time.
Still no response.
Now we have no choice. We’ll all die if we stay. Even if we leave now, we might not make it.
Then Ash’s Link lights up.
<< DON’T LV ME >>
Micah shakes his head. There’s no way through the dam. Jake’s on the other side, but he can’t reach us. And we can’t reach him.
Ash crumbles, but Reggie grabs her arm, shakes her, points frantically. We need to go!
We form a chain again. I take one last look back, hoping for something, some sign that Jake has found a way through. I think I see a flash of light. I stare for a moment, but there’s nothing but darkness.
We swim on in total darkness. I can’t know if I’m crying because my tears just melt into the filthy, salty water. And yet I do know. I’m crying because we’ve left Jake behind.
And yet I swim on.
One by one, our cartridges fail. We share the rest between us until all we have left is the one unused one that Micah still had on his belt. And still we haven’t reached the opening.
We each have to be wondering, with the five of us using it, will it last?
Reggie guides us with his hand on the wall of the tunnel. We pass the one mask between us: front to back to front again.
And then, just as it begins to fail, the darkness in the tunnel lightens just a tiny bit. I’m half delirious by then, starved of oxygen, exhausted, grieving. We all are. But it’s not the light of the tunnel opening we see, it’s the light from Ash’s Link receiving one final message:
<< IV GONE BAK >>
We each see it, but we don’t stop to think about it. Survival is paramount—our survival. It’s the one thought we all share and can’t argue about.
But now a second thought settles in, a doubt, waiting for the first moment when it can capture our full attention: How can we just leave Jake behind? How could we live knowing we did?
We can’t.
We have to go back.
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[1] Sand that collects in boots.
[2] Sand held rigid by a dive suit.
[3] Wet sand.
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